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i	  
ABSTRACT 
 
Within the Australian education system one particular type of knowing is valued. 
This is evidenced by the mania that surrounds the national curriculum and 
standardised testing, such as the National Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy. It is through these instruments of official knowledge that students are 
labelled as learning successfully and ‘other’ learning is silenced. It is within this 
climate that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are represented as 
educationally incapable. Inspired by this deceitful discourse, this dissertation 
explored the educational lifeworlds of five Aboriginal, male students. This project 
utilised photo elicitation methods to uncover the complexity of the participant’s 
educational lifeworlds. Narrative analysis was engaged with to reveal five main 
themes that connected with concepts surrounding identity, families, formal 
schooling, employment and cultural knowledge. The project concludes that there 
needs to be a transformation with how education is conceptualised and provided, so 
that all cultures and types of knowing are valued and acknowledged. 
Recommendations about how this can be accomplished have been proposed. 
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CHAPTER 1. 
STARING INTO THE ABYSS: MY JOURNEY AND THE LENSES THAT I 
WEAR 
 
This dissertation is comprised of this written text and a photo essay that is on the cd 
provided. This photographic essay intends to be a visual exploration of learning and 
culture of both the participants and me. It presents some of the data that has been 
collected to enhance the transparency of this research project as well as being a 
method for disseminating some of the important stories that arose over the course of 
the project. The photographic essay has been explored in greater depth in later 
chapters.  
 
WHO AM I AND WHERE HAVE I COME FROM? 
I began this journey as an outsider in so many different ways. I was an outsider in 
that I moved to a new town to complete my doctorate and to be closer to my 
supervisors who lived there. I was an outsider to my participants as I am a white, 
middle class, woman researching with participants who were all male and 
Aboriginal. Throughout this journey I have begun to be less of an outsider but not 
yet an insider. This research project has been a challenging and eye opening 
experience. I am very lucky that I have had the opportunity to do this research and to 
work with the people that I have.  
 
As L. T. Smith (1999, p. 5) states, “Indigenous research is a humble and humbling 
activity”. Approaching this project I was acutely aware of the link between research 
and the “worst excesses of colonialism” and that this “remains a powerful 
remembered history” and although Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999, p.1) was talking 
from a Maori perspective, this notion could very easily be transferred to the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander context here in Australia. Mudrooroo (1995, 
p.75) states, “it is said that we are the most studied race in the world, and it may be 
said that we are also the most governed” (Fredericks, 2008; White, 2010). This 
project aspires to be a resistance piece that hopefully illustrates and gives space to 
counter-stories. The stories in this project look to disrupt the discourse of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander education where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students are positioned as educationally incapable.  
 
At numerous times throughout this journey I have heard various people or groups 
float the idea that this sort of work, ‘research that aims to illuminate hidden racial 
oppression’, is no longer needed, as humans have moved past this point. That race 
and racism are no longer contemporary issues that hold any weight within our 
society. Then I will engage with certain people, or witness particular events, that 
highlight the urgent need to continue this fight. One event that is emblazoned on my 
mind occurred quite recently when I was having a discussion with an academic 
working within teacher education at the university. We were teaching together in a 
course that explores the issues and challenges of adolescence and one of the themes 
within the course was race. In his office, he was discussing with me the potential for 
race to impact educational achievement and cited studies where white students attain 
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higher scores than non-white students on traditional IQ tests. He then explained how 
this demonstrated that white students possessed greater intelligence than non-white 
students. We disagreed about a number of points. To my horror, he then posted these 
beliefs on a public electronic study board during a discussion with one of our 
students regarding race and educational achievement. Below are photographs of 
these public discussions. 
 
 
Figure 1: Photograph taken of StudyDesk with an academic's ideas regarding race and educational achievement 	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Figure 2: Photograph taken of StudyDesk with a student's response about the ideas of race and educational 
achievement 
 
 
Figure 1 and 2 are a copy of a discussion that a member of the education faculty and 
an education student had regarding the differences in educational achievement of 
students from white and non-white backgrounds. This conversation happened over 
an electronic study board for all the students and teachers within the course to read. 
What was very interesting was that the academic supporting the ‘theory’ that genetic 
differences are responsible for the differing academic abilities of white and non-
white students is not white himself.  
 
My response to this discussion was to question a number of points, particularly 
whether those tests demonstrated intelligence or rather demonstrated particular 
cultural capital and then I questioned why this research was even being engaged 
with. This discussion, from someone who is teaching students how to be teachers, 
demonstrates that issues of race and the value of non-western knowledges and 
worldviews is still very relevant within education today. Kincheloe and Steinberg 
(2008, p. 135) support this idea when they explain that within the contemporary 
reign of “educational and epistemological colonialism”, Indigenous knowledges are 
viewed as a “threat to Euro/Americanism and/or as a commodity to be exploited” 
(Mika, 2012).   
 
Continuous critical reflection has been an important part of this research journey. All 
of the components in this project were chosen and deployed as a way for ideas, 
knowledges and voices that are often silenced in contemporary educational sites to 
be valued and celebrated. Nakata (2001, p. 348) made an important point when he 
said, “It is not enough to make spaces for people to speak. You have to examine your 
own ways of listening”. Examining my ways of listening has been an essential aspect 
of this project to ensure that I am not reproducing many of the horrors that have 
happened with cross-cultural research.    
 
I have occupied a privileged position within the schooling system, in that I started 
school with the white cultural capital that was, and still is, valued by Australian 
schooling systems. My educational lifeworld was quite two-dimensional in that my 
cultural and familial lifeworld matched what was taught within the school system. In 
this way, my educative experiences were relatively tension free as what I learnt 
within my family, peers, from public pedagogy and community was built upon and 
supported by the school. Even when I grew older and pushed against what I thought 
was stifling and conservative educative boundaries my resistance was tolerated as I 
had unearned privileges that attach to my whiteness. My life was a dazzling example 
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of someone who was carrying around the invisible knapsack of white privilege 
(Hastie & Rimmington, 2014; Leistyna, 1999; Maddison, 2011; McIntosh, 1988). I 
could relate to or had experienced all of the daily aspects of white privilege that 
Peggy McIntosh (1988) describes. One must ask if those same resistive behaviours 
would have been tolerated if I were part of the Other rather than the dominant, 
hegemonic group.  
 
After secondary school I witnessed my cultural and middle class peers follow the 
expected educational path onto sandstone universities and choose partners who 
fulfilled similar positions within the dominant group of society. At this point I began 
to question ‘society’ and my position within it, around the areas of race, class, 
gender and sexuality. I began to spend time with people who inhabited marginal 
positions on the outskirts of society. I had a number of friends who were Indigenous 
Australians and throughout these friendships I witnessed the extreme oppression that 
they faced in almost every aspect of their lives, whilst I escaped from this because of 
my whiteness. There were examples of overt racism towards my friends who were 
denied rental properties. This occurred once estate agents saw their Indigeneity, 
despite the property being promised to them when the agents were still ignorant of 
their racial identity. There were instances when police randomly stopped and 
searched the Indigenous people I was with while the officers were happy exchanging 
small talk with me. I experienced time and again the power and privilege that was 
bestowed upon me. These experiences created a strong desire to be a part of 
disrupting the status quo and working towards a more just and equitable society.  
 
It is this desire to be a part of change within our society that has led me to this 
project. The rationale for this project is the need to disrupt the oppressive discourse 
that constructs Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as educationally 
incapable (Loos, 1993; Munns, 1998; Nakata, 2001; Partington, Godfrey, & Pricher, 
2001; G. Sara, 2011; Young, 1990). This deceitful discourse has had an enormous 
impact upon the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students (Brady, 1997; 
Dodson, 2003; Mohanty, 1994). It does not recognise or value different ways of 
knowing or being and positions White, Anglo-Australian schooling as the 
‘developed’ and ‘civilised’ form of education (Esteva, 1992; Kerwin, 2011; Malin, 
1997; Pillay, 2011; Sachs, 1992).  
 
All cultures are educational, in that all cultures entail inculcation and contain 
educative functions to ensure the sustainability of the culture. What this education 
looks and feels like is different and contextually mediated for each culture. The 
substance and pedagogy of education is something that is continually evolving and 
adapting to the culture in which it resides. The mere aspect that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples have been living in Australia for at least 50 000 years 
suggests that the education systems within these cultures were very successful as it 
enabled these peoples to become the oldest living cultures in the world (Carter, 
2011; M. Rose, 2012). Within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures there 
was an emphasis upon learning through observation, narrative, song, dance and art 
(Geia, Hayes, & Usher, 2013; Spearim, 2013). This emphasis upon the oral and 
visual aspects of education is the reason for the focus upon the oral and visual, in the 
forms of learning conversations and photographs, within this project.  Initiation was 
an important educational process where young people were initiated into their 
society and through this journey became highly educated members of their people, 
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often holding specialized knowledges. Price (2012, p. 3) states, “In the past, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people identified the skills of their young 
people and worked together as a community to develop those skills”. She goes on to 
explain that: 
Right from the beginning there was a specialized education, and for each 
child there was a teacher, a mentor and a peer with whom to learn. There 
were ‘tutors’: wise women and men who ensured that history and the 
essentials of life were taught (Price, 2012, p. 4). 
 
Yalmambirra (2000, p. 134) states “Education was the single most important issue in 
traditional times. It was the catalyst for all that followed. Education centred on the 
land, what she told us, what she taught us, what was given and what was given 
back.” Mudrooroo (1995) explains that within “the connected family system, the 
Dreaming Tree of life and death, of culture and learning, kids are not isolated from 
adults, but learn by sitting in on our discussions, just as they learn by being part of 
our demonstrations” (p.113). Despite education being an essential component for all 
cultures it seems as if only one type of education is recognized within the Australian 
schooling systems and as a result much of the education that happens within the 
lifeworlds of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students is not recognized as 
education.     
 
RESEARCH PROBLEM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The unthinking acceptance of the educational ‘failure’ of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students within the Australian schooling system has inspired a 
plethora of research in an attempt to overcome this purported deficiency (see for 
example, Cresswell, Underwood, Withers, & Adams, 2002; Frigo & Simpson, 2001; 
Lonsdale, 2010). The majority of this research has been compensatory, in that it has 
focused on improving the educational outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students within a neo-colonising, White-centric context of bringing ‘Them’ 
up to speed and overcoming cultural deficiency.   
 
This project conceives of education in a more holistic way and looks to excavate the 
complexities of the educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples to reveal the educational layers present therein. Consequently, it examines 
different realms of education: formal schooling, socialisation arenas, public 
pedagogies (such as cultural artefacts), cultural peer groups and the influence of 
community. Little research has been undertaken regarding the wider educational 
lifeworlds of urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and as a result this 
project will contribute original and significant knowledge to this field by uncovering 
the learning terrains that structure these educational lifeworlds.  
 
The deficit discourse of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education has 
encouraged continued community concern about a purported lack of educational 
achievement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, despite significant 
investment in compensatory programs (Department of Education and Training, n.d.; 
Ministerial Council on Education, 2006). However, we still know little about the 
fuller complexities of the broader educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students. 
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The research questions that have framed this project are: 
1. What constitutes the educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal students? 
2. How does Indigeneity interact with formal schooling in the lifeworlds of 
Aboriginal students?  
3. How do Aboriginal students mediate the educative tensions between the different 
parts of this lifeworld? 
4. What implications are there for social and educational policy with reference to 
consideration of these lifeworlds? 
 
WHAT IS AND IS NOT COVERED IN THIS DISSERTATION 
This thesis consists of the written dissertation and the accompanying photo essay on 
the provided cd. The photo essay includes a number of photographs that were taken 
throughout the project both by the participants and myself. Due to the enormous 
number of photographs that were captured during this project and with a number of 
photographs depicting the same subject and others were of questionable quality only 
a sample of photographs have been included. This photo story intends to provide the 
reader with some of the data that were collected to aid with the veracity of the 
project and to provide a visual exploration of culture and learning.   	  
Within this project the focus is on education rather than schooling. As such 
schooling is explored, as formal schooling is generally a component of people’s 
learning journeys. This, however, is not a project that will explore the views that 
Aboriginal students have about formal schooling. A problem develops when 
schooling is thought to equate to education, as an enormous component of students’ 
learning becomes silenced and hidden. This occurs to students who inhabit 
educational lifeworlds that include aspects that are not valued within the white, 
middle class, western ideas of knowledge or formal schooling. One can start to 
appreciate what is valued when one examines artefacts from national testing 
procedures, such as the Australian National Assessment Program - Literacy And 
Numeracy (NAPLAN), and notions of Standard Australian English, as the test does 
not acknowledge the diverse language abilities and realities of Australian students. 
There is a valuing of individual, independent work as NAPLAN is an individual 
examination and competition is highly valued as is evidenced by the ranking of 
scores, schools and states.  
 
This project does not deny that, on rating scales and national examinations such as 
NAPLAN, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students often end up on the bottom 
rung of the schooling ladder. What I do state is that these narrow measures are not 
successful in capturing the totality of the educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students. NAPLAN is not an objective measurement because it 
is testing certain experiences, skills and knowledges as if they were a universal 
construct. Students arrive at school with different experiences and knowledges but 
NAPLAN only acknowledges and values a limited number of these and as a result it 
only addresses a tiny piece of the learning picture.  Consequently, the totality of 
learning that a student undergoes throughout their life is ignored and only the 
learning that happens within the classroom and is testable, becomes important. This 
is not a project that is attempting to ready Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students to fit neatly into the school system. Instead, it is attempting to excavate the 
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complexities of already full educational lifeworlds, to help change the schooling 
system so that it is ready for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  
 
CRITICAL RESEARCH 
It is from this standpoint, one that hopes to disrupt the status quo, that critical 
research is engaged with. At the heart of critical research is the belief that research 
should not merely be concerned with description, but additionally it should be active, 
political and strive to redress the inequities that many of the peoples and societies on 
the margins, have to endure. Critical research was initially influenced by Marxist 
scholars and those from the Frankfurt School but now includes a plethora of 
theoretical perspectives which are all focused on addressing inequality and includes 
disciplines such as queer theory, critical race theory, decolonisation and critical 
feminism (Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010; Giroux, 1983; McKernan, 2013; Shields, 
2012).  
 
There is no unifying critical theory or critical methodology thread that binds critical 
researchers together, but there are some basic assumptions that criticalists accept: 
§ All thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations that are socially 
and historically constituted; 
§ Facts can never be isolated from the domain of values or removed from some 
form of ideological inscription; 
§ The relationship between concept and object and between signifier and 
signified is never stable or fixed and is often mediated by social relations of 
capitalist production and consumption; 
§ Language is central to the formation of subjectivity (conscious and 
unconscious awareness); 
§ Certain groups in any society and particular societies are privileged over 
others and although the reasons for this privileging may vary widely, the 
oppression that characterises contemporary societies is most forcefully 
reproduced when subordinates accept their social status as natural, necessary 
or inevitable. 
§ Oppression has many faces and focusing on only one at the expense of others 
often elides the interconnections among them; 
§ Mainstream research practices are generally, although most unwittingly, 
implicated in the reproduction of systems of class, race and gender 
oppression (De Lissovoy & McLaren, 2003; Gresson, 2006; Kincheloe & 
Steinberg, 1997; Rodriguez & Villaverde, 2000; Steinberg, 2009; Villaverde, 
2007 Watts, 2008, 2009a).  
(Kincheloe, McLaren, & Steinberg, 2012, pp. 15-16). 
 
Critical research is not just research for research’s sake and moves beyond 
description (Carspecken, 2012; Gibson, 1986; Shields, 2012) but it also moves 
beyond analysis, and involves action. As Shields (2012) points out, very few people 
will read the scholarly articles that are published and very few people will read this 
doctorate. Consequently, it becomes essential that researchers continue to engage 
with the stakeholders on an ongoing basis, with findings and implications to ensure 
understanding, comprehension and ultimately action. Critical research aims to be 
transformative and to lead to emancipation (Carspecken, 2012; Foley, 2003; Gibson, 
1986; McKernan, 2013), but as Kincheloe and McLaren (2000) warn, there may be 
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an arrogance associated with the efforts to ‘emancipate’ Others. This is why critical 
research becomes a self-conscious activity in that the researcher attempts to become 
conscious of the “ideological imperatives and epistemological presuppositions that 
inform their research as well as their own subjective, intersubjective and normative 
reference claims” (Kincheloe et al., 2012, p. 20). For research to lead to action or 
emancipation it becomes essential to explore the numerous and complex ways that 
power operates to dominate and shape consciousness (Freeman & Vasconcelos, 
2010; Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000). 
 
As Kincheloe and McLaren (2000) argue, critical theory has the ability to disrupt the 
status quo by analysing the competing power interests of groups and individuals 
within society and identifying who wins and who loses (Cannella & Lincoln, 2012; 
West, Stewart, Foster, & Usher, 2012). This is achieved through questioning – 
everything.   
 
The current project is framed within a critical theoretical perspective and 
consequently the principal aim of this project is the pursuit of emancipatory 
education. Critical education theory is concerned with the politics and power of 
education (McLaren, 2007). Criticalists are concerned with social inequalities and 
focus their research towards positive change (Cannella & Lincoln, 2012; 
Carspecken, 1996; Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010; McKernan, 2013).  Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples have suffered within an oppressive educational 
system since colonisation and consequently this research project aims to illuminate 
aspects of this commonly hidden oppression in an effort to raise to visibility 
previously invisible aspects of social inequality. The aspiration of such an approach 
is to change the system rather than change Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples to fit a system that has failed them and that in fact is designed to maintain 
the colonisation process. 
 
This project is not a case of research for research’s sake, instead, as Gibson (1986) 
explains, it is about commitment to enabling change and moving towards a more just 
and equitable society (Letizia, 2013; West et al., 2012). Critical theory is useful 
when one examines everyday practices and problems with the goal that people 
should have the opportunity to choose their own destinies (Gibson, 1986; McKernan, 
2013). One of the most important reasons that I have aligned this project with critical 
theory is the ability of such theory to disrupt and challenge the status quo (Kincheloe 
& McLaren, 2000; Letizia, 2013). This disruptive or ‘consciousness-raising’ 
research will attempt to make the privileged, or members of the dominant group, 
aware of how their “habitual actions, reactions, images and stereotypes contribute to 
oppression” (Young, 1990, p. 154).  
 
This particular project utilises a different way of examining Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander education. Instead of continuing to look at Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students as deficient and trying to devise another compensatory 
programme to attempt to offset whatever is ‘missing’, this project understands 
difference as difference, and not deficit and hopes to contribute to changing the 
provision of schooling and the understanding of education for Australian Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students.  
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As Madison (2005, pp. 3-4) states, “representing Others was always going to be a 
complicated and contentious undertaking”. This is particularly so when my 
participants and I are on different ends of continua of so many axes of identity, 
including race, class and gender.    
 
The ideas and beliefs underpinning those of critical research can at times cloud my 
judgment. When I initially considered using visual methods within this project I 
automatically equated them with criticality because visual methods have the 
potential to allow the participants a voice and greater collaboration with the 
researcher, as they are the ones who can frame the data. Visual methods are also 
often used with and, importantly by, groups of people who have been marginalized 
by the research process, as it can be a way to level the power differentials that can 
occur due to differences in age, race, class, and gender (Castleden & Garvin, 2008; 
Clark-Ibanez, 2007). This assumption was the result of my critical lens and it was 
important to remember that just because visual methods have been employed does 
not mean that it is also a critical piece of research. In this project visual methods 
were chosen to help me enact my beliefs about research, mainly that research should 
disrupt the status quo, illuminate hidden oppression and work towards a more just 
and equitable society. 
 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
The conceptual framework that this project sits within is the lens with which I have 
approached this research as well as my life. The reason that I chose this particular 
topic, the methodology I have employed, the data I have collected and the analyses 
of these data, all stem from the particular way that I look at the world and the 
experiences that I have had. I do not believe that research is an objective and value 
free activity. Instead I think it is subjective and this is why I have written myself in 
to this project. As Young (1990) explains, the differences between social groups are 
not natural and are continuously made and remade throughout everyday social 
interactions. Consequently my age, race, gender, sexual orientation and all other 
identity constructs affected my interactions with my participants, indeed with every 
person that I came into contact with and so the data that I have collected are 
intimately connected to my identity and that of my participants, to our 
intersubjectivity.  
 
The same data would not have been collected by another researcher (Band-
Winterstein, Doron, & Naim, 2014; Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000). Kincheloe (2005, 
p. 333) expands on this idea: 
All observers view an object of inquiry from their own vantage points in the 
web of reality; no portrait of a social phenomenon is ever exactly the same as 
another. Because all physical, social, cultural, psychological, and educational 
dynamics are connected in a larger fabric, researchers will produce different 
descriptions of an object of an inquiry depending on what part of the fabric 
they have focused. 
 Mohanty (2003) explains that to avoid ‘misleading scholarship’ we need to bring 
our ‘selves’ into the research process.  
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There were a number of concepts that framed this project and guided the research 
process. Orientalism (Said, 2003), oppression (Young, 1990) and hegemony 
(Gramsci, 1971) provide conceptual tools for an exploration of the effects of the 
dominant discourse that ensures that some student learning is valued whilst other 
students and educative experiences are Othered. Ideas of the third space (Bhabha, 
1994)  and decolonisation (Laenui, 2000; L. T. Smith, 1999) provide explanatory 
structures for the investigation of the future direction of education. This conceptual 
framework has been explored in greater depth in the literature review in chapter 
three. 
 
THE STRUCTURE OF THIS DISSERTATION 
Chapter Two: Cultural Understandings 
This chapter explores some of the essential cultural understandings that this 
dissertation rests upon. There are some brief explanations of important conceptual 
content.  
 
Chapter Three: Literature Review 
The literature review explores some of the ideas pertinent to this topic. This review 
presents only a partial glimpse of the research and literature that exists in this field, 
as would any review attempting to cover the literature of any field. It begins with a 
review of the conceptual framework within which this research occurred and reviews 
Orientalism, Oppression, Hegemony, Third Space and Decolonisation. The chapter 
then explores the discourse of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education. The 
connection with imperialism and colonialism has been explored as well as the link 
with the Development discourse. There has been a necessarily truncated examination 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and the association between 
education and culture. Next the current situation regarding Indigenous schooling in 
Australia has been discussed and I have considered how this came to be. Stolen 
Generations and intergenerational trauma has been examined, as well as the policies 
of segregation, integration and assimilation. Some of the attempts to fix the 
schooling ‘issue’ have been reviewed. A brief comparison of the examination of the 
Australian situation relative to other settler societies, including New Zealand, 
Canada and the United States of America follows. Finally the positioning and 
valuing of non-western knowledges and worldviews has been discussed, as has the 
cultural interface. 
 
Chapter Four: Methodology 
The methodology section reviews relevant literature regarding the methodology that 
has been utilized in this doctorate, as well as examining how it has been practically 
applied in this project. As this project was a qualitative study, it has begun with a 
brief examination of qualitative research and has then focused on critical research. 
The literature concerning phenomenology, bricolage, ethnography and critical 
ethnography has been reviewed, and an examination of the material pertinent to the 
particular methods deployed here - life history, learning conversations, autodriven 
and researcher-driven photo elicitation - follows. 
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Chapter Five: Participant Stories 
This chapter details the narratives of the five participants: Will, Bart, Leo, David and 
Walter. The narratives appear in the order of their chronological age, starting with 
Will the youngest and finishing with Walter the oldest. These stories relied heavily 
on the voices of the participants and included many comprehensive quotes from our 
learning conversations in an effort to ensure that it was their voices that you heard, 
rather than my own. 
 
Chapter Six: Narrative Analysis for Each Participant 
The five participants’ stories have been analysed around the major themes that 
became apparent to me, as we talked and reflected - family, identity, formal 
schooling, employment and cultural knowledges. 
 
Chapter Seven: Analysis Between Participants 
This chapter has delved into a wider analysis that encompasses all the participants to 
examine what was comparable and unique within their educational lifeworlds. The 
major themes discussed include conflict, family, school, identity, cultures and 
knowledges, authenticity and how the participants engaged with the project. 
 
Chapter Eight: Conclusions and Formal Recommendations 
This chapter looks at the conclusions that I have derived from this project. I do not 
concede that everyone will reach the same conclusions as I, because I have specific 
lenses that I wear that includes all my historical experiences, as well as where I sit on 
the various axes of identity, such as gender, age, class and sexual orientation. My 
hope is that I have included enough of myself within this text so that even though 
individuals may look at the data and come to different conclusions than I have, they 
can understand how I have come to these conclusions.  
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CHAPTER 2.  
CULTURAL UNDERSTANDINGS 
 
This chapter explores a number of essential concepts that are interwoven throughout 
this project. The discussions are necessarily condensed, as the hope is to provide a 
basic understanding of these concepts as a foundation for the rest of the thesis. 	  
CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
Appendix A is a map of Aboriginal Australia that attempts to represent all the 
language groups of the Indigenous peoples of Australia. The boundaries are not 
intended to be exact and it may not include smaller groupings of people. This map is 
used with the permission of the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Studies (AIATSIS). 
 
The land on which this research project has been conducted is Jarowair and Giabal 
land. In contemporary Western geographic terms this is the Darling Downs and 
Granite Belt area in Queensland, Australia. None of my participants identify as 
either Jarowair or Giabal. Appendix B details a partial account of the history of this 
area. There was a paucity of sources of information that adhered to historical 
research formats however oral history and popular historical publications, such as 
pamphlets, do provide something of an idea of the situation at the time. 	  
LANGUAGE 
Language can be a difficult minefield to navigate, particularly with respect to 
Indigenous peoples. Traditionally, the various Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples of Australia were referred to by their local names, such as Jarowair and 
Giabal. As Pascoe (2012) explains there was not a singular, all-encompassing word 
for Indigenous Australians until the British used the word ‘Aborigine’ (Foley, 2003; 
Landon, 2006; Willis, Rameka, & Smye, 2006). The term ‘Aboriginal’ or 
‘Indigenous’ seems to imply a sameness that was never there before invasion. The 
terms ‘Indigenous Australians’ or ‘Indigenous peoples’ are often used to include 
both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Pascoe, 2012; Willis et al., 
2006). Within this thesis I have often used the word ‘Aboriginal’ or ‘Aboriginal 
peoples’ as my participants come from different groups and because some of my 
participants are unaware of their country or language group. At other times I have 
used Indigenous Australians as I am referring to both Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples.   
 
Horton (1994b) explains that non-Indigenous Australians have used language for 
their benefit since the invasion of Australia. Describing Indigenous peoples of 
Australia as ‘savages’ justified the violence that was unleashed (E. Bourke, 1998b; 
Horton, 1994b; Macoun, 2011). There has also been the obsession with the purity of 
someone’s blood and what percentage of an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
someone was. The language that reflected this obsession with ‘blood’ categorised 
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people with derogatory terms such as ‘half-caste’, quadroon and octoroon, as if this 
could somehow determine ‘how’ Indigenous a person was (Anderson, 2003; ATSIC, 
1998; E. Bourke, 1998a; Dodson, 2003; Fforde, Bamblett, Lovett, Gorringe, & 
Fogarty, 2013; Langton, 2003; Read, 1999). This categorization of people affected 
individual’s identities and access to land rights (Horton, 1994b). Quayle and Sonn 
(2013, p. 555) make the important point regarding the “inextricable link between 
‘knowledge’, language and power, such work has elucidated the normativity of 
whiteness and race privilege in the systems and structures of western society.” 
 
DEFINITIONS AND MEANINGS 
The rest of this chapter explores a number of concepts that are central to the lives of 
many Aboriginal people and their educational lifeworlds. These concepts are 
complex and interwoven despite the fact that they are presented as if they were 
discrete entities. These explanations are not comprehensive. Rather, the purpose is to 
give some background information so that the reader may be better informed when 
these concepts are mentioned or discussed. 
 
Lifeworlds 
Lifeworlds refers, in part, to the idea that we exist spatially and think symbolically. 
Habermas explained the lifeworld as a “communicative locale for affirming 
individual agency and forming cultural identity” (Ludert, 2010, p. 3). Husserl 
explained the lifeworld as the world of human activity and everyday sociability, 
taken-for-granted and always there as a background to other dimensions of life 
(Husserl, 1970).  According to Nakata (2002) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders’ 
lifeworlds are situated in a cultural interface, a complex intersection of Indigenous 
and Western epistemological domains. It is the “place where we live and learn, the 
place that conditions our lives, the place that shapes our futures and more to the 
point the place where we are active agents in our own lives, where we make 
decisions” (p.285). An essential aspect of lifeworlds is the educational component 
where learning occurs.   
 
A permanent backdrop for the educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples is their connection to country. The act of declaring Australia Terra 
Nullius has had devastating effects upon Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, which can still be felt today. Terra Nullius will now be explored in greater 
depth. 
 
Terra Nullius 
This was the legal fiction upon which Australia was colonised. ‘Terra Nullius’ is 
translated to mean ‘empty land’ or ‘a land that belongs to no one’ (ATSIC, 1998; 
Behrendt, 2009; Chamarette, 2000; Crommelin, 1993; McConchie, 2003; Moreton-
Robinson, 2004). Terra Nullius was a concept from eighteenth century ‘civilisation’ 
that allowed one country to possess another region on the foundation that they were 
the first people to ‘discover’ it and consequently the first to occupy it (C. Bourke & 
Cox, 1998; Crommelin, 1993; French, 1989). This could be accomplished in an 
uninhabited region by raising the national flag or where there were indigenous 
peoples present, possession could occur when the indigenous peoples were not 
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considered as civilised as the invaders - according to the invaders of course (E. 
Bourke, 1998b; French, 1989).  
 
‘Civilisation’ was based on how alike the indigenous peoples were to the white 
people. Hunter-gatherer lifestyles were considered very uncivilised when compared 
to the industrialisation of Britain. One might question the civility of Britain when 
they had to create penal outposts to deal with the large number of people who were 
not successfully participating within this ‘civilised’ nation.  
 
The doctrine of Terra Nullius was dismissed in 1992 during the Mabo case when the 
High Court of Australia recognized native title (ATSIC, 1998; Behrendt, 2009; C. 
Bourke & Cox, 1998; Burger, 2013; Chamarette, 2000; Crommelin, 1993). Despite 
the recognition of native title and the acknowledgement that Indigenous peoples 
were the original owners of Australia, native title is still a very difficult concept to 
prove within the Australian legal system. It requires Indigenous peoples to establish 
uninterrupted engagement with their country and the continuation of traditional 
practices which many previous government policies and practices have made almost 
impossible. 
 
The legal fiction of Terra Nullius has impacted all Australians as it has influenced 
the colonisation efforts in Australia, the lives of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, as well as the relationships between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians. The land is a central component of the lives of Indigenous 
Australians and when it was declared that Australia belonged to no one, it had a 
devastating impact upon cultures, knowledges and identities. The concept of Terra 
Nullius can also be applied to other aspects of public life when attempts are made, 
either overtly or covertly, to disregard the presence of Indigenous Australians. When 
Australia was colonised under the doctrine of Terra Nullius it rendered the entire 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population invisible. This process of rendering 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples invisible continues today in acts such 
as the absence of a full Indigenous history in the curriculum, top-down policies that 
do not involve Indigenous peoples in the process and the denial of the atrocities that 
have occurred. This doctrine has affected my participants in a variety of ways from 
the lack of understanding of the meaning behind the Aboriginal flag, to a lack of 
cultural knowledge due to dispossession.  
 
Once Australia was declared as a land belonging to no one then the colonisation 
process began. The practice of forcibly removing Indigenous children from their 
families and communities was a major part of the colonisation effort. The purpose 
was to destroy Indigenous cultures, worldviews and languages and promote white 
Australia. This genocidal practice has had a truly devastating effect upon all 
Indigenous peoples. This devastation can be seen within the lives of my participants. 	  
Stolen Generations 
The term ‘Stolen Generations’ refers to the people that were taken by the 
government, or those acting on their behalf, from their Indigenous families and 
communities and placed in missions, reserves on stations or with non-Indigenous 
families. The exact number of children that were stolen may never be known but the 
removal has affected the lives of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in 
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some way. It was often stated that this removal was in the child’s best interest but the 
Bringing Them Home report (1997) details how destructive it was for past, present 
and future Indigenous Australians (Briskman, 2003; Haskins & Jacobs, 2002). One 
might assert that these particular policies, practices and laws that legitimized 
Indigenous children to be taken from their families were not in the interests of the 
child but rather in the interests of the coloniser culture/s. It was genocide and a 
deliberate attempt to disrupt the knowledges, cultures and communities of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and force them to be more like white 
Australians (Briskman, 2003; Kennedy, 2011; McConchie, 2003; Read, 1999; 
Wexler, 2009). Although these policies, practices and laws are officially defunct, 
their effects can still be felt today. They are at the root of many issues that numerous 
Indigenous Australians face, including those connected to identity crises, family 
break downs, the interruptions in educating young people about their cultures and 
responsibilities, as well as issues with drugs and alcohol.  
 
Despite the Bringing Them Home report (1997), which detailed the experiences of 
many people during the decades of government policy that resulted in thousands of 
Indigenous people being stolen, the Liberal government led by John Howard from 
1996 until 2007, refused to acknowledge this atrocity in Australian history and 
refused to give a formal apology (Hastie & Augoustinos, 2012; Kennedy, 2011; 
Read, 1999). On the 13th of February 2008, during the first full parliamentary sitting, 
the Labor government, and the then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, made a formal 
apology to the Stolen Generations (Behrendt, 2009; Hastie & Augoustinos, 2012).  
He apologised for the policies and practices of successive governments in removing 
Indigenous children from their families and country. The Stolen Generations are 
discussed in greater detail in chapter three starting on page 23. 
 
The policies and practices that led to the Stolen Generations have had an enormous 
impact upon my participants. One of my participants had intimate experiences with 
this policy as he thwarted the efforts made to forcibly remove him from his family. 
Other participants lack cultural knowledge or family connections, most likely as a 
result of these practices that disrupted knowledges and destroyed families. 
 
Aboriginal Viewpoints or Worldviews 
An individual’s worldview is intimately connected with their educational lifeworld. 
In this thesis I use the term worldview as the manner in which someone orients 
themselves within the world, their frames of reference, and the connections they 
make within that world. It includes aspects such as knowledge, beliefs, kinship 
systems, connections to place and spirituality. Without essentialising either group, 
one of the major differences between the worldviews of Aboriginal Australians and 
white Australians is their worldviews. Typically, Aboriginal Australians have a more 
holistic, three dimensional worldview whilst white Australians inhibit a more two 
dimensional viewpoint. By this, I mean that often Indigenous cosmology, 
epistemology and axiology are inextricably linked and very difficult to separate and 
pull apart. Conversely, many white, western views hold that cosmology, 
epistemology and axiology can and should be separate considerations. This seems to 
be why it is so difficult to explain many Aboriginal concepts, such as connection to 
land and The Dreaming, as they are such complex, multidimensional concepts, with 
a multiplicity of meanings that cannot be readily translated into a worldview that 
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privileges categorization and singularity. In saying this I acknowledge that not all 
Aboriginal peoples or all white Australians have these particular viewpoints. As one 
of the participants in the Bennett, Zubrzycki, and Bacon (2011, p. 30) study stated, 
“It’s a really interesting struggle to try and articulate what an Indigenous worldview 
is because it’s something that again gets colonised as soon as you try and talk about 
it.” 
 
The Dreaming is “the central feature of Aboriginal cosmology and epistemology that 
is reiterated throughout Australia, despite regional variations” (Australian Law 
Reform Commission, 1998; D. Bell, 1998; Dixon, 2010; Edwards, 1998; Hume, 
2004, p. 237; McConchie, 2003; D. B. Rose, 1998; Stanner, 1998). It is a unique 
spiritual connection between the human and spirit worlds that is very difficult for a 
white person, like myself, to understand or describe. Pascoe (2012) states that the 
Dreaming refers to a number of things, such as the creation period where ancestral 
beings created all the plants, animals and humans and established communities and 
entrusted them with the Law (the rules for living), languages, customs and 
ceremonies (D. Bell, 1998; C. Bourke & Cox, 1998; Dixon, 2010; Hume, 2004; D. 
B. Rose, 1998; A. Smith, Scherrer, & Dowling, 2009; Stanner, 1998; Yalmambirra, 
2000). Australian Aboriginal cultures are “based on a kind of contract: that we must 
follow the ancestral dictates so as to stimulate and guarantee the continued flow of 
fertility and power from the spiritual realm” (Pascoe, 2012). Dreaming stories differ 
between tribes but they are an essential aspect in teaching young people about their 
culture and responsibilities (Pascoe, 2012; D. B. Rose, 1998).  An individual’s 
worldview will have an enormous impact upon how they engage with education and 
schooling. 
 
One of the central components of Indigenous worldviews is the connection to 
country. This connection is deeply spiritual and something that has resisted the 
invaders’ best efforts in colonising Indigenous cultures. 
 
Connection to country 
Marcia Langton wrote, “The land, for Aboriginal people, is a vibrant spiritual 
landscape. It is peopled in spirit form by the ancestors who originated in The 
Dreaming, the creative period of time immemorial” (C. Bourke & Cox, 1998; 
Edwards, 1998; Mudrooroo, 1995, p. 196). Mudrooroo (1995) explains that the 
various mobs throughout Australia will order families differently, speak different 
languages and conduct different ceremonies but there is a basis of family and kinship 
that unites everyone (Australian Law Reform Commission, 1998).  
 
The connection to land and country is a core belief and one that is fundamental to 
Aboriginal wellbeing (ATSIC, 1998; Australian Government, 2008b). The whole 
environment is sustained and sustains the peoples (Australian Government, 2008b; 
A. Smith et al., 2009). Land is at the heart of Aboriginal spirituality and this 
relationship and the spirit of ‘country’ is central to all Aboriginal issues (Australian 
Government, 2008b; C. Bourke & Cox, 1998; Lau, Marion, Blow, & Thomson, 
2012; A. Smith et al., 2009). Fryer-Smith (2002) explains that land is a sacred 
bequest to each member of the language group from the Dreaming and provides the 
foundation for the group’s existence (J. Martin, 2011; McConchie, 2003; Pascoe, 
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2012). Each group’s territory is physically, spiritually, economically and culturally 
essential for their survival and their land is an essential part of each person’s psyche 
(Fryer-Smith, 2002). The boundaries of each group’s territories were created and 
maintained through Dreaming stories (Fryer-Smith, 2002). 
 
WEH Stanner describes the significance of land and country to Aboriginal peoples 
and non-Aboriginal peoples’ inability to comprehend or describe it with their two 
dimensional words and thinking:  
No English words are good enough to give a sense of the links between an 
Aboriginal group and its homeland. Our word ‘home’, as warm and 
suggestive though it may be, does not match the Aboriginal word that may 
mean ‘camp’, ‘hearth’, ‘country’, ‘everlasting home’, ‘totem place’, ‘life 
source’, ‘spirit centre’ and much else all in one. Our word ‘land’ is too spare 
and meagre. We can now scarcely use it except with economic overtones 
unless we happen to be poets. The Aboriginal would speak of earth and use it 
in a rich symbolic way to mean his ‘shoulder’ or his ‘side’. I have seen an 
Aboriginal embrace the earth he walked on. To put our words ‘home’ and 
‘land’ together into ‘homeland’ is a little better but not much. A different 
tradition leaves us tongueless and earless towards this other world of 
meaning and significance (Stanner, 1979, p. 230). 
 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples identify themselves through their land 
areas, relationships to others, language and stories. These identities and histories 
may be expressed through art, song, dance, and ceremony and is passed from one 
generation to the next, unless there is interference from outside sources, such as 
government policies and practices that prevent this (Australian Government, 2008b; 
Macdonald, 2011). The kinship system placed everybody in a specific relationship to 
each other as well as placed people in special relationships with land areas based on 
their clan (Australian Government, 2008b; Australian Law Reform Commission, 
1998; Dixon, 2010). These relationships carry roles and responsibilities and govern 
much of everyday behaviour, and by adulthood people knew exactly how to behave 
and in what manner with all other people around them as well as in respect to 
specific land areas (Australian Government, 2008b; Australian Law Reform 
Commission, 1998; Dixon, 2010).  
 
The 1992 Mabo decision from the High Court formally recognised the links that 
Indigenous Australians have with the land and recognised that these land rights 
existed before invasion and continue today (ATSIC, 1998; Burger, 2013; 
Chamarette, 2000; Crommelin, 1993; Pascoe, 2012).  Mudrooroo (1995, p. 202) 
explores this link with the land and explains that Aboriginal societies are based 
around an all-encompassing spirituality which believes that although “children are 
born of women, they are conceived by a spiritual source whose font is the land”. He 
continues on and explains that there are two landscapes, one is physical which is 
available to everyone and the other spiritual, which is only available to Aboriginal 
peoples, those conceived of the land (Mudrooroo, 1995). 
 
Totems 
Every Aboriginal person has a totem, although some people may not have access to 
this specialised knowledge. This belief is linked to Aboriginal spirituality. 
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“Totemism describes the relationship between an individual with a plant or animal 
species or a condition or situation” (Dixon, 2010; Fryer-Smith, 2002, p. 2:5). Stanner 
(1979, p. 127) explains:  
Totemism in Aboriginal Australia is always a mystical connection, expressed 
by symbolic devices and maintained by rules, between living persons, 
whether as individuals or as groups or as stocks, and other existents – their 
‘totems’ – within an ontology of life that in Aboriginal understanding 
depends for order and continuity on maintaining the identities and 
associations which exemplify the connection.  
 
There are guidelines or laws surrounding peoples’ relationship with their totem 
(McConchie, 2003). The totem serves as a symbol of companion or protector to the 
relevant person. When the totem has a physical form, such as an animal species, 
harming it or even touching it is prohibited. The totem can provide a connection to 
the spiritual world and often secret rituals preserve the spirituality of the totem 
(Stanner, 1979). Certain rules and obligations are associated with totems. Often 
people sharing the same totem are not allowed to marry as they are linked spiritually 
(McConchie, 2003).  
 
There are various types of totems: ancestral, initiation and conception. Ancestral 
totems come from The Dreaming, where spiritual beings have left behind their life 
essences, which transformed into some part of the natural environment (Fryer-Smith, 
2002). An ancestral totem is where someone’s spirit comes from and links them to 
their country. They are locally inherited and associated with the paternal line (Fryer-
Smith, 2002). Initiation totems were conferred after initiations had been completed. 
Conception totems can be held along with ancestral totems. Each person’s 
conception totem originates in the place where that person’s mother was 
impregnated with a spirit child (Fryer-Smith, 2002). There are various alternatives to 
these beliefs. For example, Fryer-Smith (2002) explains that in many Kimberley 
groups, particularly the Ngarinyin and Worrorra, the father finds the spirit children 
rather than the mother and the father will dream about the spirit child and its name 
(Stanner, 1979). The conception may occur much later than the finding of the spirit 
child. When a person dies, their conception totem returns to dwell in the resting 
place of the spirit child (Fryer-Smith, 2002). 
Each of us has or should have a totem or special symbol representing our 
spiritual attachment to our Ancestral Spirit. This is in accord with our belief 
that each tribal group is descended from Ancestors of the Dreamtime. These 
totems are important because they demonstrate the unity of the people with 
nature and all living creatures and life forms (Mudrooroo, 1995, p. 201).  
 
Social Organisation 
As Stanner (1979, p. 34) states “Aboriginal society is a society of kinship” (Dixon, 
2010; Tokinson, 1998). At the time of invasion, January 26, 1788, there were 
approximately 600 different groups around the continent (Australian Government, 
2008b; E. Bourke, 1998a; Dixon, 2010). Language groups are the largest social unit 
that Indigenous Australians belong to and they are comprised of men, women and 
children who are descended from the same ancestors (Fryer-Smith, 2002). The 
language group forms the basis of individual and group identity (Fryer-Smith, 2002). 
The size and organisation of language groups differ and each language group 
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occupies particular sections of land and obtains food and resources according to their 
specific laws (Dixon, 2010; Fryer-Smith, 2002). The birth right of each member of 
each language group involves certain rights and obligations (Edwards, 1998; Fryer-
Smith, 2002; Tokinson, 1998). Membership of language groups is determined 
according to matrilineal or patrilineal descent and marriage usually occurs outside 
the group, with women normally living with their husband’s family (Edwards, 1998; 
Fryer-Smith, 2002). Children retain membership of the language group of their birth 
throughout their lives (Fryer-Smith, 2002).  
 
Mudrooroo (1995) describes Indigenous familial organisation like a tree where there 
are many mothers, many fathers and many relatives and the colonisers tried to 
destroy the tree and impose the pyramid structure of British families (Dixon, 2010). 
He continues on by commenting that traditional Aboriginal kinship systems were 
thought of as so beneath British social organisation, so uncivilised, and yet 
Indigenous peoples had blossomed in Australia for many tens of thousands of years 
and he goes on to state that that is because Aboriginal Australians had developed a 
kinship system that ensured the continuation from the past, through the present and 
into the future (1995, p. 21). The extended family of Indigenous Australians is based 
on relationships whereby everything, including people, animals, plants and 
inanimate objects comprise one immense, universal family (Dixon, 2010; 
Mudrooroo, 1995). The invasion of Australia had an enormous impact upon the 
social organisation of Indigenous Australians and contemporary family and social 
organisation is often dependent on the level of colonisation that Aboriginal peoples 
have been subjected to (Edwards, 1998; Pascoe, 2012).  
 
Elders 
Certain senior members of language groups may become Elders. Elderhood is not 
based on chronological age (Ranzijn, 2010). It is based upon their having been 
initiated, their personal qualities and knowledge of the Law (C. Bourke & Cox, 
1998; Ranzijn, 2010). They provide leadership in matters affecting the group, 
stewardship of traditional land, custodianship of The Dreaming, dispute resolution, 
selection of marriage partners and education (Ranzijn, 2010). They assume 
responsibility for the maintenance of sacred objects, spiritual matters and performing 
rituals (Fryer-Smith, 2002). As Yalmambirra (2000, p. 134) discusses Wiradjuri 
business he states “Space was then provided that witnessed the beginnings of our 
first ‘Elders’ … those with the knowledge of all things. These Elders were the first 
environmentalists, they looked after the land their Mother and without exception 
cared for Her”. 
 
Mob 
The term mob can be used to classify Indigenous peoples’ identity and location 
(Horton, 1994b). Knowing one’s mob is an important part of Aboriginal identity and 
as such is often one of the first things that people identify themselves by as there will 
be important obligations and behaviours attached to this (Horton, 1994b). This term 
is another example of language that is both accepted and disputed within Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander scholarship. Mudrooroo (1995) uses the term ‘mob’ 
positively and voraciously throughout his work whilst Nakata (2013) recalls that this 
was a term used by farmers in reference to cattle.  
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The Significance of Art Within Aboriginal Cultures 
Visual communication and visual understandings are an essential aspect of education 
within Aboriginal communities. This is one of the reasons that visual research 
methods were engaged with, in this research project, as a way of exploring the 
participants’ educational lifeworlds. Art, music and storytelling are important 
elements of Aboriginal society that allow Aboriginal people to convert intangible 
knowledge into tangible cultural expression and these provided the means for Elders 
to pass on knowledge (Kerwin, 2011). Art, through pictorial stories, music and 
dance, was used to teach about the law, spirituality, beliefs, political obligations, 
medicine, family groupings and responsibilities (Kerwin, 2011; Spearim, 2013).  
 
Body decorations and painting are deeply significant within Aboriginal cultures and 
are connected to social positions, the relationship of individuals to their family group 
as well as to ancestors, totems and tracts of land (Horton, 1994a; Morphy, 1998). 
Each language group has their own distinct style of artistic expression and this may 
be linked to the idea that Aboriginal visual art may be broadly described as a stylised 
form of communication that is steeped within its cultural and social setting (Alberts 
& Anderson, 1998; Fryer-Smith, 2002). Aboriginal art is more than just the 
stereotypical dot paintings of the Western Dessert and varies between and within 
tribes (Morphy, 1998; Mudrooroo, 1995). What unifies the various visual art 
traditions is the deep symbolism that the pieces contain. Mudrooroo (1995) explains 
that paintings are highly symbolic and can be ‘read’ if one has the appropriate 
knowledge. He goes on to clarify that despite people trying to copy Aboriginal art by 
using similar symbols, there is more to Indigenous art than dots and circles and when 
the spiritual essence is absent and the underlying connection between land and artist 
is missing the imitations are worthless (Mudrooroo, 1995). This is because to ‘paint 
the country’ is to proclaim ownership, just as to ‘sing’ the country is to proclaim 
knowledge and ownership (Morphy, 1998; Mudrooroo, 1995).  
 
Within Aboriginal cultures art is not just aesthetic, it is a functional part of the social 
order and has a specific role to play (Morphy, 1998; Mudrooroo, 1995; Spearim, 
2013). The final product is often less important than the actual production of it, the 
ritual in which it is produced and the story that it tells (Horton, 1994a). Unlike in 
Western society, in Indigenous societies there is no arbitrary difference between 
‘fine art’, ‘decorative art’ and ‘craft’ (Alberts & Anderson, 1998; Horton, 1994a). As 
with Indigenous cultures, Indigenous art has never been static or unchanging. 
Colonisation has impacted upon Indigenous art, with the incorporation of new genres 
and techniques, as well as the disappearance of some.  
 
The Significance of Narratives Within Aboriginal Cultures 
The significance of orality within Aboriginal cultures was the motivation behind the 
use of learning conversations in the research project. Learning conversations were a 
way to allow participants to tell their own stories within a safe and supportive 
environment. Learning conversations about the participants’ photographs ensured 
that during the project we were connecting with the visual and oral aspects that are 
so central to Aboriginal cultures. 
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Aboriginal peoples have an oral culture whereby laws, responsibilities, obligations 
and history are transmitted through narratives (Behrendt, 2009; Dixon, 2010; 
Spearim, 2013; White, 2010). Horton (1994b) explains that land is an essential 
element of Aboriginal stories (Behrendt, 2009). Mudrooroo (1995) claims that oral 
literature, particularly genres defined as ‘Dreamtime stories’, have been relegated to 
children’s stories and have been destroyed by White collectors and editors who see 
them as isolated stories without acknowledgement of their significance or value. 
These collectors and editors have transferred these complex oral narratives into 
simple child-like storybooks. He explains that the plethora of Aboriginal stories that 
each mob has is not a ‘primitive’ attempt to understand the universe, rather, they 
were narratives that encoded the “divine sanction of the law, the law itself and a 
commentary on how the law was to be enforced” (Mudrooroo, 1995, p. 94).  
 
Within Aboriginal communities there were opportunities to develop literate forms of 
communication, such as with message sticks, but oral communication was deemed 
far superior as the chance for misinterpretation was smaller and any discrepancies 
could be resolved immediately with the use of face to face communication (Horton, 
1994b). 
 
The tradition of oral literature that is told by a storyteller is essential for the 
continuation of Aboriginal cultures as it is one way to encourage the relationships 
between the young and elders (Horton, 1994b; Ilyatjari, 1998). Horton (1994b, p. 
828) postulates that although preserving Aboriginal stories is such an important task 
for Aboriginal cultures, the preservation of a “bastardised version of some stories do 
more damage than losing them completely”. This has occurred due to the editing and 
presentation of Aboriginal stories as simple, childlike tales rather than the 
sophisticated prose it truly is (Horton, 1994b). Briskman (2003) explains that 
Indigenous peoples also use narratives to critique colonialism and challenge their 
oppression. 
 
‘Rubbish Culture’ 
Cowlishaw (2012) explores the idea of cultural identities that are not inherited but 
are instead consciously created, manufactured or fabricated. While Mudrooroo 
(1995, pp. 14 - 15) discusses the idea of an “Australia-wide Indigenality” as 
something that occurs mostly in urban areas and arises from a “hotchpotch of Us 
Mob individuals”. A sense of ‘Being Indigenous’ develops above the local sense of 
being Korri or Murri. I use the term ‘rubbish culture’ within this project to depict the 
lack of seemingly genuine connection to any Indigenous cultures and instead 
focusing on adopting behaviours and practices that ‘seem’ Indigenous, with 
particular attention to aspects of culture that can be commodified and sold. For 
example, there is reference to people, within this project, who I have speculated 
inhabit a space of rubbish culture. That speculation is the result of my own personal 
interactions with them and from numerous learning conversations and discussions 
with a large number of people. The issue arises when someone has declared that they 
are a knowledgeable person and someone whom young Aboriginal people can go to, 
to continue their learning journey. Unfortunately it seems as if they have limited 
authentic knowledge, and instead teach and sell ‘culture’ and ‘knowledge’ that just 
‘seems’ Aboriginal. Within this thesis ‘rubbish culture’ is presented as: a lack of 
knowledge of genuine culture that has been replaced by a shallow, superficial, 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
22	  
imitation culture, often for economic gain. Rubbish culture ties in with bell hooks’ 
concept of plantation culture. hooks (2013, p. 125) explains that:  
plantation culture is what happens in colonization when one colonizing force 
takes over, finds aspects of the culture that they – the colonizers - have been 
actively destroying, and decide “let’s keep these ‘artefacts’ and bring them 
back to sell to the folk from whom they were originally stolen” – selling it 
back to them in a cruel and bastardized and even rotten form.  
 
Although bell hooks was talking about African American culture and colonisation, 
this idea can be transferred to the Australian context. In Australia, as part of the 
colonisation effort, cultural, as well as physical, genocide ensued. The consequence 
of this was the homogenisation of many local Aboriginal cultures, particularly in 
areas where colonisation was greatest, such as the Eastern coast of Australia. Many 
cultural learnings and knowledges were lost. This seems to have been perpetuated by 
the formal school system’s teaching of Indigenous perspectives and knowledges as if 
there was one Aboriginal culture rather than an enormous number of Aboriginal 
cultures. The colonisers have decided which artefacts of the purportedly singular 
Aboriginal culture they deem to be acceptable and that is what is taught within 
schools and marketed. As a result, it appears as if some people grow up thinking that 
they are knowledgeable about their Aboriginal culture, when instead, they might be 
knowledgeable about the artefacts that have been ‘sold back to them’ by the 
colonising forces.  
 
This chapter has provided some introductory thoughts about many aspects that 
feature in the educational lifeworlds of Indigenous peoples, aspects such as 
connection to country, social organisation, art and narratives. My participants 
connect with these concepts in various respects. The next chapter will review the 
literature that is relevant to this project. 
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CHAPTER 3. 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
INTRODUCTION 
This literature review is only a partial examination of the many interconnected issues 
surrounding this project. It is not possible to include all the knowledges that relate to 
this field, particularly when so many of these knowledges are not available through 
the regular academic channels. This literature review has been organized around five 
main lenses: the conceptual framework; the discourse of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander education; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures; educational 
concerns and the cultural interface as the site of educational lifeworlds for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Each of these lenses encompasses 
numerous dimensions and all have been chosen for the way they connect to my 
project and their ability to provide different understandings about how the research 
was framed and understood, as well as the political and social issues, and the policies 
and practices, surrounding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander schooling and 
education. The purpose of this review has been to provide a glimpse of the many 
interlaced social, political and educational forces that have been active within 
Australian society and that have shaped the lives of my participants in multiple 
ways. 
 
1.  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
There were a number of concepts that framed this project and guided the research 
process. Orientalism (Said, 2003), oppression (Young, 1991) and hegemony 
(Gramsci, 1971) provide conceptual tools for an exploration of the effects of the 
dominant discourse that renders some students as Other within the White, 
Eurocentric schooling system, with the attendant suppression of both the culturally-
specific nature of ‘success’ in this system and the neo-colonial practices that ignore 
the richness of the educational lifeworlds of those Others. Ideas of the third space 
(Bhabha, 1994) and decolonisation (L. T. Smith, 1999) provide explanatory 
structures for the investigation of the future direction of education. 	  
1.1 Orientalism 
Said (2003) explains that there are several interdependent understandings of 
Orientalism. Orientalism is an academic venture in that there are academics in a 
plethora of fields who study, teach and research the Orient and as such they are 
working within Orientalism (Said, 2003). Secondly, Orientalism is a style of thought 
that is based upon the ontological and epistemological distinctions made between the 
Orient and the Occident (Said, 2003). Thirdly, there is the view of Orientalism “as a 
Western style for dominating, restructuring and having authority over the Orient” 
(Said, 2003, p. 3).  The Orient and the Occident are social constructions that are a 
mirror-image of each other so that the Orient possesses the entire negative values 
that oppose the positive characteristics of the Occident (Said, 2003). The Orient and 
the Occident are binary opposites. Said (2003) explains the relationship between the 
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Orient and the Occident as one of power, domination and varying degrees of 
hegemony. In no way is this relationship between the two, or the characteristics that 
have been bestowed on the two, ‘natural’ as the relationship and the resultant 
characteristics are creations that have been imagined to empower some and 
disempower others. Said (2003) postulates that during the post-Enlightenment period 
the European culture(s) managed and produced the Orient, as a distinct and inferior 
concept - politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically and 
imaginatively. Orientalism depends on flexible positional superiority, which puts 
Westerners in a whole series of possible relationships without ever losing their 
relative superiority (Said, 2003).  
 
I use Orientalism within this thesis to describe the relationship between Indigenous 
Australians and the dominant group within Australian society. In this context the 
dominant group within Australia can be seen in the position of the Occident and 
Indigenous Australians inhabit the Othered position of the Orient. In saying this, 
although there are many non-dominant groups within Australia who could be said to 
inhabit an Othered position of the Orient, this project will focus on Indigenous 
Australians. As Said (2003) explains, European culture(s) produced and constructed 
the Orient as an inferior position relative to the superior position that Europe 
possessed. In the same manner the dominant culture within Australia has produced a 
discourse where Indigenous Australians have been named as the inferior beings 
compared with the superior colonists.  
 
1.2 Oppression 
In this thesis, oppression is being viewed as disadvantage and injustice, which is 
often brought about by the everyday practices of a well-intentioned society (Young, 
1990). The systematic constraints on particular groups within a society often result in 
unquestioned norms, habits, symbols and assumptions underlying institutional rules 
(Young, 1990). These unquestioned and everyday behaviours severely disadvantage 
certain groups of people and restrict agentic behaviour. According to Young (1990) 
there are five faces of oppression: exploitation, marginalization, cultural 
imperialism, violence and powerlessness. One of the most relevant faces of 
oppression within this project is cultural imperialism. Cultural imperialism explains 
the power of the hegemonic group within society to render an Othered group 
simultaneously invisible and marked out as the Other (Young, 1990). This involves 
the universalisation of the hegemonic group’s experiences and culture, which is held 
up as the norm (Young, 1990). Groups that differ from the norms are reconstructed 
as deviant and inferior (Young, 1990). This can be seen within the discourse of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education where students are Othered within 
the schooling system and their experiences and knowledges are both silenced and 
marginalized. When Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students arrive at school 
without the same cultural capital as that of the school, they are disadvantaged within 
this formal educational system and consequently much of the education that occurs 
as part of their lifeworld is not acknowledged or valued within the classroom and 
school setting (Hart, Whatman, McLaughlin, & Sharma-Brymer, 2012). Young 
(1990, p. 60) explains that the “oppressed group’s own experiences and 
interpretations of social life finds little expression that touches the dominant culture, 
while that same culture imposes on the oppressed group its experiences and 
interpretations of social life”. 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
25	  
 
The dominant group projects their experiences, including their perspective and 
interpretation of events, as being representative of all humanity (Young, 1990). This 
can be seen with events and experiences surrounding standardised testing, such as 
the National Assessment Program - Literacy And Numeracy (NAPLAN) in the 
Australian context. Many assumptions and interpretations surround NAPLAN and 
are projected onto Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. An example is a 
lack of acknowledgement of, the English as a Second Language (ESL) status, of 
many Indigenous students because they are Australian and therefore Standard 
Australian English ‘must’ be their home language. There is also the assumption that 
individual competition-based learning and testing is something that Indigenous 
students are comfortable with and adept at. Standardised tests have become 
normalised by the dominant group and those students who do not excel at these 
exams, particularly Indigenous students, are marked out as the Other. They are 
considered a ‘special needs’ group, whose cultural ways of knowing are rendered 
invisible and inconsequential. NAPLAN is essentially testing a number of skills, 
such as, working individually, test taking, and (blindly) following (adult) 
instructions. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students may or may not have 
experience with these skills but issues arise when the dominant group’s experience 
with, and ideas about what constitutes ‘successful’ education, is then projected onto 
all Othered groups as representative of ‘humanity’s’ ideas regarding education. This 
normalisation of NAPLAN and the standardised testing experience can be seen in 
many supermarkets, book shops and newsagents where one can and ‘should’ 
purchase books which can help students improve their NAPLAN scores. The 
implication is that those who stray from these universal ideas must either be deviant 
or inferior. One of the damaging consequences of the normalising of educative 
experiences, such as NAPLAN, is the power that these experiences have to 
perpetuate damaging stereotypes. When Indigenous students attain poor results (or at 
least poor in comparison to the white ‘norm’) it seems as if society is justified in 
their participation in the discourse of the uneducability of Indigenous students. 
‘Experts’ discuss the amount of money that has been spent in trying to ‘close the 
gap’ with apparently few positive results to show for it (except the maintenance of 
the deficit discourse that surrounds and smothers Indigenous education).  
 
1.3 Hegemony 
Gramsci (1971) states that hegemony is the power that the dominant group exercises 
throughout society. ‘Spontaneous’ consent is given by the masses to the general 
direction imposed on social life by the dominant group. Gramsci (1971) postulates 
that “although hegemony is ethical-political, it must also be economic, must 
necessarily be based on the decisive function exercised in the leading group in the 
decisive nucleus of economic activity” (p. 161). Hegemony then is not a natural 
phenomenon but rather a social process and something that is constantly being made 
and remade through class struggles and counter hegemonic initiatives (Morton, 
2007).  
 
It is in this context that the dominant group of Australia can project their values and 
experiences about education onto the ‘masses’. This dominant group also has the 
power to construct the discourse of the uneducability of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students. This discourse is very potent and something that has been 
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operating in Australia since invasion. This discourse is so powerful in fact that many 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people believe it, as can be seen with some of 
my participants (Du Bois, 1903). This understanding of hegemony links in with one 
of Young’s (1990) five faces of oppression, the face of cultural imperialism.  
 
1.4 Decolonisation 
This project connects with decolonisation rather than post-colonisation, as post-
colonialism “is viewed as the convenient invention of Western intellectuals which 
reinscribes their power to define the world” (L. T. Smith, 1999, p. 14). L. T. Smith 
(1999, p. 24) recounts Bobbi Sykes’ question at a post-colonisation conference, 
“What? Post-colonialism? Have they left?” Decolonisation is the ‘long-term process 
involving the bureaucratic, cultural, linguistic and psychological divesting of 
colonial power’ (L. T. Smith, 1999, p. 98). L. T. Smith (1999) explains that 
decolonisation is not about a total rejection of all the scholarship associated with 
Western thought, rather it is about centring Indigenous concerns and worldviews and 
then coming to understand scholarship from an Indigenous perspective and for an 
Indigenous purpose (Chilisa, 2012; Simonds & Christopher, 2013). This can be 
extrapolated to a change in the structure of education so that educational systems 
centre Indigenous concerns and worldviews and therefore education can be 
understood from an Indigenous perspective and for an Indigenous purpose. As 
Swadener and Mutua (2008, p. 33) clarify, decolonising research does not have a 
unified definition or a set of methods that one can adhere to. Rather they feel that 
decolonising research lies in the motives, concerns and knowledge brought to the 
research process (Swadener & Mutua, 2008). They also argue that it is performative 
and entwined in action (Swadener & Mutua, 2008). Just as critical research is not 
research for research’s sake, instead it is about action, so too is decolonizing 
research.  
As an overarching schema, decolonising research recognises and works 
within the belief that non-Western knowledge forms are excluded from or 
marginalised in normative research paradigms, and therefore non-
Western/indigenous voices and epistemologies are silenced and subjects lack 
agency within such representations (Swadener & Mutua, 2008, p. 33).  
 
This interpretation of decolonising methodologies sits squarely within this research 
project. One of the main tenets that this project rests upon is the belief in the 
complexity of the participants’ educational lifeworlds, which have been silenced and 
oppressed within the formal education system. The desire is to ensure there are 
spaces and opportunities for the participants’ voices to be heard. I have attempted to 
do this by the inclusion of many direct quotes so that the reader can read my 
participants’ voices rather than my interpretation of what the participants said.      
 
1.5 Third Space 
Third Space as theorised by Bhabha (1994) is a potential way forward for education 
in Australia. According to Bhabha (1994), cultural diversity is the foundation of 
multicultural education and this is what causes many problems. The encouragement 
of cultural diversity occurs within a space that contains the diversity (Bhabha, 1994). 
The dominant culture allows the expression of ‘Other’ cultures as long as it is 
located within what is acceptable by the dominant group (Bhabha, 1994). In societies 
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where multiculturalism is encouraged, racism is rampant in a variety of forms 
(Bhabha, 1994). Instead of multiculturalism, Bhabha (1994) promotes hybridity as 
the third space. The process of cultural hybridity gives rise to something new and 
unrecognisable, which becomes a new area of negotiation, meaning and 
representation (Bhabha, 1994).  
 
The Australian education system can be seen to demonstrate the concept of 
multicultural education where ‘Other’ cultures are encouraged, as long as the 
presence or acknowledgement of ‘Other’ cultures occurs within a specific, approved 
space. An example of this is that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are 
celebrated during NAIDOC week as a seemingly tokenistic example of the inclusion 
and valuation of Indigenous knowledges. This inclusion of Indigenous cultures only 
seems to be ‘allowed’ within this specific timeframe. ‘Other’ knowledges and ways 
of knowing are not valued throughout the majority of the school terms where 
culturally-specific artefacts such as standardised testing, which only recognises a 
particular type of knowing, are highly regarded by the education system.  
 
Bhabha (1994) envisaged in-between spaces, interstices that hold a fresh space 
through which people and groups can develop identity experiences both individually 
and collectively. Nakata (2002) discusses how many Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students already inhabit a space that is the intersection between Indigenous 
lifeworlds and non-Indigenous lifeworlds. According to R. Taylor (2003) this space 
has blurred boundaries and the ever present cultural tensions require constant 
negotiations. The cultural tensions that Taylor discusses might come from people 
inhabiting a space that is an intersection between a dominant group and a 
marginalized group. The ‘third space’ that needs to develop in Australia, and 
particularly within educational spheres, is a space where there are no longer 
dominant groups allowing marginalized groups certain recognition, rather one where 
all cultures and identities are valued and recognized as important and meaningful. In 
educational spheres this would mean a valuing of non-white knowledges and 
perspectives and a de-centring and de-naturalising of currently hegemonic 
knowledges and ways of knowing. This concept of a third space connects with many 
of the conclusions that were drawn from this project about a possible way forward 
with a reconceptualization of education and schooling in Australia. 
 
This conceptual framework has guided the research process here and provided tools 
for the exploration of why some students are accorded a privileged position and why 
others have been marginalised within the schooling system and society as a whole. I 
now turn to an examination of the dominant discourse of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander education. 
 
2. THE DISCOURSE OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER 
EDUCATION 	  
This section of the literature review examines the discourse of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander education and includes a discussion about imperialism, colonialism 
and the development discourse. This topic has educational relevance to the project 
because it provides a glimpse into the social and political forces that impact upon the 
lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. It provides background 
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information regarding how Indigenous students have been positioned within formal 
education and why Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural learning is often 
disregarded. 
 
Much of the literature positions Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as 
‘lacking’: lacking in intellect, language, social skills, nutrition and control over 
alcohol and drugs (Fforde et al., 2013; Klenowski, 2009; Nakata, 2001; Price, 2012). 
Nakata (2001, p. 341) posed the very critical question, ‘From whose point of view 
are we lacking?’ White Anglo-Australian experts still identify purported Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander educational problems as ones of deficit or deficiency and 
still provide solutions on their behalf (Fforde et al., 2013; Gorringe, 2011; Lea, 
Thompson, McRae-Williams, & Wegner, 2011; Nakata, 2001). The idea behind 
compensatory education was to compensate for the perceived deficits of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students (Gorringe, 2011; Gray & Beresford, 2008; Lea et 
al., 2011). According to the ‘student as deficit’ theory, a deficient student lacked 
something that was necessary to be successful at school. There was nothing 
inherently wrong with the school system itself (Gale & Densmore, 2002; Levinson & 
Hooley, 2014; Phillips & Lampert, 2005). The school system should and could 
deliver compensatory approaches to redress whatever it was that the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students were lacking (Phillips & Lampert, 2005).  
 
The settling of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students on the bottom rung of 
the educational achievement ladder is facilitated by purportedly objective 
educational testing measures, such as IQ tests and NAPLAN (Ford, 2013; Gray & 
Beresford, 2008; Malcom, 2011). There is no acknowledgement of the cultural bias 
that skews these tests and disadvantages Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Klenowski, 2009). Compensatory programs were 
designed to lift these ‘socially disadvantaged’ Indigenous students into the socially 
advantaged realm of the white student and this was supposed to happen through 
enrichment and intervention programs (Gale & Densmore, 2002; Phillips & 
Lampert, 2005). These programs are reminiscent of the aims of assimilation where 
white people help ‘lift’ the Indigenous population up to an acceptable ‘white’ 
standard that masquerades as universal and transcendent. It was also a 
foreshadowing of the Intervention in the Northern Territory (this is discussed in 
greater detail later in the chapter). When something is ‘wrong’ with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, an assumption appears to emerge that society, 
education and curriculum are free from blame and instead it is the fault of the 
Indigenous people, which can be fixed by white experts.  
 
Compensatory programs attempted to provide what children were purportedly 
lacking, rather than a vigorous investigation into what was wrong with their 
schooling experience. The compensatory programs did not challenge or expose the 
social assumptions regarding what was considered valid knowledge, or who made 
that decision within education systems (Phillips & Lampert, 2005). These programs 
reinforce the stereotypes of Indigenous students and maintain the status quo of 
knowledge that is transmitted via the schools (Phillips & Lampert, 2005). 
Compensatory programs are one of the ways in which the dominant group can 
privilege the White conceptualization of what constitutes knowledge and ways of 
knowing as well as silence and conceal Other (in this case Aboriginal and Torres 
strait Islander) knowledges and ways of knowing. 
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It is not only academic literature and government policy that positions Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students as educationally incapable. As both Gray and 
Beresford (2008) and Munns (1998) point out, media messages and pervasive 
stereotypes about Indigenous students affect both the teaching and administration 
staff, as well as other pupils (Jackson, Power, Sherwood, & Geia, 2013). Students 
continue to be impacted by racism even if it has moved from an overt to covert 
nature (Gray & Beresford, 2008). As Meadows and Molnar (2002, p. 9) point out 
“Australia has a long history of  media misrepresentation of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples” and  Indigenous peoples are often defined as ‘problems’ 
(Behrendt, 2009; Briskman, 2003; Moses, 2010). As Behrendt (2009) explains there 
is little media attention afforded to the positive, vibrant, successful lives and actions 
of Aboriginal people and activities. Fforde et al. (2013) explain that for many 
Indigenous people one of the consequences of being immersed in the deficit 
discourse is disengagement from formal schooling. When Indigenous students are 
continually confronted by the image that they are educationally incapable from 
various governments, media messages, classmates, teachers, as well as society at 
large, it has very real consequences, which often results in a self-fulfilling prophecy 
(Du Bois, 1903). 
 
As a result of this discourse of the uneducability of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students, there have been widely different expectations for Indigenous 
students compared with non-Indigenous students. The discourse of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander education is about power and the ability to construct 
Indigenous students as different, (read ‘deficient’), in order to exclude and 
marginalise them (Groome, 1998; Hollingsworth, 1998; Levinson & Hooley, 2014). 
Identifying these racist practices and structures can be difficult as they are often 
hidden behind the language of good intentions (Ford, 2013; Partington et al., 2001). 
The classroom is not merely a neutral instruction site, rather it is a political and 
cultural site that represents accommodations and contestations over knowledge by 
differently empowered groups. As a result, teachers and students produce, reinforce, 
recreate, resist and transform ideas about race and difference (Leistyna, 1999; 
Mohanty, 1994).  
 
Schooling represents a struggle over meaning and power relations, and therefore it 
becomes the central terrain where politics and power operate out of the lifeworlds of 
the individual and groups (Leistyna, 1999; Mohanty, 1994). Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students have very little opportunity to change the constructions that 
the school systems make of them and many of the resistance strategies employed 
strengthen those constructions (Partington et al., 2001). Many teachers and 
administrators fall back on the deficit explanation for the lack of student success and 
disaffection and then the blame falls on the individuals and their communities (Gale 
& Densmore, 2002; Leistyna, 1999; Munns, 1998). According to Connell (1993, p. 
3) “teachers need to see ‘poverty as poverty’, not as a sign of deficiency and it is a 
deficiency of the system not a deficiency of the student”. Formal schooling is a 
socialisation process whereby the goal is to socialise students into the norms of the 
dominant social group (Gale & Densmore, 2002; Leistyna, 1999; Mudrooroo, 1995).  
 
Partington et al. (2001) found in their study that the school did not embrace aspects 
from the lifeworlds of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures that might make 
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the students feel a sense of belonging. They found that there were some permanent 
Aboriginal staff who did not advocate or support the differences present in the 
educational lifeworlds of the Indigenous students (Partington et al., 2001). Instead 
the Aboriginal staff supported the view that there were things within these students’ 
lifeworlds that were deficient and contributing to their lack of proper assimilation in 
to the school culture (Partington et al., 2001). 
 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students have had to cope with racist and 
derogatory schooling practices since early in Australia’s colonial history. Despite 
schooling being compulsory in Australia there has been legislation that has actively 
denied Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students their basic human right to an 
education (United Nations Human Rights Office, 1989). A policy known as 
‘Exclusion on Demand’ was introduced in the 1880s in New South Wales and this 
meant that Indigenous students could be excluded from state schools upon the whims 
and fancy of the parents of white children (Broome, 2001; Craven, 1999; Neill, 
2002; Santoro & Reid, 2006). The official reason given for the exclusion of 
particular students was the fear of diseases that Indigenous children might spread 
(Neill, 2002; Santoro & Reid, 2006). This is an example of the Othering and the 
overt racism that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students were forced to deal 
with in the schooling systems. This exclusionary provision remained in the New 
South Wales teacher’s handbook until 1972 (Neill, 2002). When Indigenous students 
were allowed to attend school the teaching, curriculum and resources were second-
rate, which could be seen to mirror their status within society. Indigenous students 
were provided with partially trained teachers who were teaching a syllabus designed 
for intellectually inferior students. This was due to the belief that Indigenous 
students lacked the ability to be able to participate in and comprehend the standard 
state school syllabus (Broome, 2001; Ford, 2013; Groome, 1998; Neill, 2002). This 
is further illustrated in the 1941 New South Wales Teacher’s Guide to Teaching 
Aboriginal Studies where it was stated that ‘full-blood’ Aboriginal pupils were 
unable to proceed past grade three due to their inferior intelligence (Neill, 2002; 
Phillips & Lampert, 2005). This led to lowered expectations and this attitude 
continued on for decades, with half of the Indigenous students in New South Wales 
in 1971 being classified as ‘slow’ learners (Groome, 1998; Neill, 2002).   
 
It was essential to explore the dominant discourse of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander education to understand the atmosphere surrounding education and 
schooling that my participants were shaped by. The concepts presented in this 
section, such as the position of Indigenous students as lacking, the deficit discourse, 
compensatory programmes, stereotypes, and school as a site of struggle over power 
and representation, are some of the many issues that my participants have had to 
face. They have impacted on their schooling experiences and rendered their cultural 
learning as meaningless. The dominant discourse of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander education that frames Indigenous students as lacking, inferior and 
educationally incapable was born out of the framework of imperialism and 
colonialism. I will now turn to an examination of imperialism and colonialism. 
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2.1 Imperialism / Colonialism 
L. T. Smith (1999, p. 19) explicates that “imperialism frames the indigenous 
experience” . Imperialism provided the framework around which the ideas of what 
could be considered as human were attached, ideas such as the hierarchical ranking 
of races (L. T. Smith, 1999; Yazzie, 2009). Imperialism and colonialism are 
interrelated concepts with imperialism being an economic, political and military 
activity that was supported by a specific ideology while colonialism was an 
expression of imperialism (L. T. Smith, 1999).  
 
Within imperialism race was a biological ‘fact’ where certain races were more 
evolved than others. The White race was considered the most evolved and closest to 
God. This belief justified the invasion and dispossession of lands of Indigenous 
peoples all over the world. The colonisation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples continues to impact Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples today. 
Mudrooroo (1995, p. 210) captures the essence behind imperialism and colonialism 
clearly:  Firstly, the word savage was coined to describe us, The Black 
Nations, as animalistic. That is to say, that we were less than human, and 
therefore it was cool to dispossess and oppress us. Those early ‘pathfinders’ 
were obviously acting under orders from their ‘bosses’ to make these 
descriptions, even before they had seen us. It is clear to us – the oppressed – 
that all that has happened over the past two hundred or so years is part of a 
carefully contrived plan to deprive the Black Peoples of the World of their 
humanity first and their priceless resources second. 
 
The power to define and represent what counts as human or civilised was wrapped 
up in imperialist discourse. The dominant group were the ones with the power to 
name and label. Consequently those people who inhabited spaces that were different 
to them and exhibited behaviours that were different to their own, were Othered and 
this was supported by the ‘objective’ sciences.  
 
What anthropologist A. P. Elkin wrote in the 1930s illustrates the popular beliefs 
regarding the uneducability of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples because 
of their race: 
The present policy is to educate Aborigines (mostly mixed-bloods) up to 
what might be called a ‘useful labourer’s standard’, for to do more, if it were 
possible, would not help them……..Aborigines (full and mixed blood) 
should not and can not be assimilated by the white community. They must 
live apart…..They cannot become equals of the white race (Elkin, 1937). 
 
Colonisation can be thought of as a way of “representing, producing/inscribing and 
consuming the Other through the silencing and denial of agency, the centrality and 
primacy of specific institutions in the validation of what constitutes…knowledge” 
(Chilisa, 2012; Dodson, 2003; Sherwood, 2013; Swadener & Mutua, 2008, p. 34). 
Since Australia was invaded, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educational 
lifeworlds, systems of knowledge and ways of passing that knowledge on to younger 
generations have been suppressed and stifled as they were ‘different’ to the 
knowledges and education systems of the white colonists. 
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Horton (1994a, p. 68) explains, “assimilation is the process by which a dominant 
cultural group absorbs a suppressed group into its society with the ultimate effect of 
destroying the subjugated society” (Sherwood, 2013). At the beginning of the 
colonisation of Australia, integration was not the official policy as it was thought 
that the Indigenous cultures (or as it was viewed, the singular Indigenous culture) 
could not offer anything to the more civilised culture of the British. Policies were 
devised so that those who were deemed to be capable of being ‘civilised’ were 
absorbed into society whilst the others were confined to reserves and missions where 
it was thought they would eventually die out (Haskins & Jacobs, 2002; Horton, 
1994a; Sherwood, 2013; Van Krieken, 2012). Imperialism completely disrupted the 
lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples by interrupting their societies, 
histories, languages, cultures and families.   
 
Imperialism and colonialism have had a devastating effect upon the educational 
lifeworlds of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and shaped how the 
dominant group constructs education. These have influenced how my participants 
experience schooling and the cultural learning (in some cases alleged lack of cultural 
learning) that they engage in. Educational disadvantage has been normalised by the 
legacy of colonisation (Gray & Beresford, 2008). The Development discourse will 
now be examined as the Development discourse grew out of imperialism and its 
specific expression, colonialism (L. T. Smith, 1999).  
 
2.2 Development Discourse 
Contemporary concerns about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educational 
achievements must be anchored within the unspoken and unacknowledged discourse 
of development. ‘Development’ was unleashed on the 20th of January 1949, when 
the then President of the United States of America, Harry Truman, declared that the 
Southern Hemisphere was underdeveloped (Escobar, 1995; Esteva, 1992; Herath, 
2009; Naylor, 2011; Rideout, 2011; Rist, 2010; Sachs, 1992). At this point 2 billion 
people became ‘underdeveloped’, ceasing to be what they were, their diversity 
transformed into a narrow, homogenous minority (Ahmed, Rahman, Sarker, & 
Haque, 2013; Escobar, 1995; Esteva, 1992). Acceptance of the assertion that the 
Southern hemisphere was underdeveloped has led to (or justified) the Westernisation 
of the world and the embedding of American hegemony (Ahmed et al., 2013; Esteva, 
1992; Sachs, 1992). This discourse placed peoples, communities and countries on a 
linear continuum of ‘development’, with Indigenous peoples of the world at one end 
of the binary, occupying the position of underdeveloped, and privileged people in 
industrialised nations on the other end of the binary, occupying the position of 
developed. According to Esteva (1992) “there is nothing in modern mentality that is 
comparable to development as a force, guiding thought and behaviour” (p. 8). The 
development discourse throws up a number of crucial concepts, such as poverty, 
production and equality and each of these crystallises a set of tacit assumptions 
central to the Occidental worldview (Chang, 2013; Escobar, 1995; Sachs, 1992; 
Said, 2003). The development discourse has so successfully and pervasively spread 
these assumptions that people everywhere have been convinced of the Western 
perception of reality (Escobar, 1995; Rist, 2010; Sachs, 1992). As a white researcher 
working within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education I have had to 
continually reflect on my writing and assess if what I have written is what I actually 
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mean. There has been a constant interrogation of my personal worldview as it is so 
easy to slip back into the Occidental worldview.  
 
According to Said (2003) Orientalism is a style of thought that embeds the 
ontological and epistemological distinctions between the Orient and the Occident.  
The relationship between the Orient and the Occident is one of power, domination 
and varying degrees of hegemony (Said, 2003). This relationship between the 
Occident and the Orient is similar to the relationship between the North and South 
within the development discourse, except within the development discourse there 
appears to be the illusion of ‘help’ for the developing nations. 
 
Esteva (1992) discusses how it was taken for granted that ‘underdevelopment’ was 
an actual phenomenon and why explanations for this occurrence started to appear. 
The conversations around the causes or origins of this event gave support to the 
thought that underdevelopment was real or concrete rather than merely a perception 
(Esteva, 1992; Rideout, 2011). When communities accept that the concept of 
underdevelopment refers to an actual phenomenon they ignore the fact that the word 
underdeveloped is a comparative adjective whose power lies in the assumption of the 
homogeneity and linear evolution of the world (Esteva, 1992). It is essential to 
remember that development is a state of mind, it is a perception that changes reality 
and the myth of development comforts particular societies (Rideout, 2011; Sachs, 
1992). 
 
Development was a concept that provided the frame of reference that intertwined a 
mixture of generosity, bribery and oppression that characterised the policies towards 
the South (Pickard, 2010; Sachs, 1992). Development was founded on four now out-
dated premises: that the United States and other industrialised countries sat at the top 
of the social evolutionary scale; development has been a weapon between the 
political systems of the East and West; competition for economic resources has 
resulted in an increase in the gap between the rich and poor countries and, finally, 
difference was not seen as diversity but as lacking what ‘advanced’ countries had 
(Pickard, 2010; Sachs, 1992). Development’s hidden agenda was the Westernisation 
of the world and, as a result of this, there has been a significant loss of diversity in 
all aspects of our world, such as homogenisation of architecture, clothing, music and 
daily objects (Sachs, 1992). 
 
When one examines the dominant discourse of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
education one can see the effects of colonisation and the development discourse at 
play. The pervasive notion that social and economic life unfolds in a linear fashion, 
book-ended by the binary opposites of developed and underdeveloped, can be seen 
in how the very idea of education is constructed within Australia’s educational 
departments. Within this discourse, education is congruent with schooling, and 
achievements and outcomes within this formal schooling arena equate to educational 
achievement. According to measures of these outcomes, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students are not achieving as highly, educationally, as dominant group 
students, despite the enormous amount of money that has been spent on 
compensatory programs. This then positions Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students as educationally incapable. This is the current societal climate that my 
participants are living in and these issues have influenced how they engage with 
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schooling and wider education. I will now explore, in a partial and concise manner, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures. 
 
3. ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER CULTURES 
The discourse of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education, colonialism and 
the development discourse discount or ignore the diversity and complexity of 
Indigenous cultures. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are multifaceted 
and diverse and are the oldest living cultures in the world (Australian Government, 
2008a; Dockery, 2010). Approximately 70% of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander population is under 25 years of age (Gray & Beresford, 2008). According to 
de Souza and Rymarz (2007) one of the most critical issues facing many Indigenous 
communities today is maintaining the cultural identities of their children and 
adolescents.  
 
Culture, within any community, is not static or singular. There are copious 
definitions and understandings about the concept of culture. D. Martin (2009) views 
culture as sets of ideas, understandings, values, norms and meanings (many held 
tacitly), together with the practices they inform and that are more or less shared by 
members of a particular culture or society. Steinberg (2012, p. 182) used the term 
culture “to signify behaviour patterns socially acquired and transmitted by the use of 
social symbols such as language, art, science, morals, values, belief systems, politics 
and many more”. There have been profound changes, as well as extraordinary 
continuities, within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and these 
long-term cultural continuities and transformations exist simultaneously and inter-
dependently (D. Martin, 2009; Moore, 2011; Mudrooroo, 1995). There is not a 
single, unified Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander ‘culture’ (Dockery, 2010). Within 
the literature there seem to be competing theories surrounding Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander ‘culture’, particularly in urban areas. There is a school of thought that 
focuses on the cultural loss of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. This theory 
seems to align with the ‘noble savage’ view of Indigenous people and according to 
this view, the only ‘authentic’ Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander is the one 
who is practising traditional ‘culture’, seemingly untouched by ‘civilisation’ 
(Anderson, 2003; Birch, 2003; Dodson, 2003; Macdonald, 2001).  
 
This idea of ‘cultural deficit’ or ‘cultural deprivation’ explains the reason for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ poverty and the marginalisation of the 
peoples themselves (L. T. Smith, 1999). Mudrooroo (1995) details Yanangu 
experiences where rather than being absorbed by the dominant culture, Yanangu 
have absorbed certain aspects of the dominant culture and made them Indigenous. 
This, according to Mudrooroo (1995), is how all cultures work. Rather than being 
destroyed or remaining static there is a constant process of adaption and 
amalgamation of novel ideas. Despite all cultures working in this fashion only the 
dominant group is allowed the privilege of evolution, as any change within 
Aboriginal cultures is viewed as evidence of their demise or loss of cultural purity 
(Mudrooroo, 1995; Ritchie, 1994). 
 
Culture is socially constructed and historically situated and is constantly in the 
process of change and adaptation (Dodson, 2003; Nakata, 2007b). Change and 
adaptation occur in all societies and communities and yet, when they occur within 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, many non-Indigenous peoples 
view it as cultural loss. The incorporation of non-Aboriginal and non-Torres Strait 
Islander artefacts and activities is not a symptom of the loss of culture but rather a 
creative adaptation (Macdonald, 2001). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
societies have survived despite state-sanctioned attempts to dissolve them through 
violence, dispersal and assimilation policies. The failure of each of these stages of 
state activity is confirmation of the power of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities to renew and maintain themselves (Macdonald, 2001).  
 
According to Ladson-Billings (2006), the majority of actors within the dominant 
culture are unaware of themselves as cultural beings as they see culture as that exotic 
element that is possessed by minorities (Leistyna, 1999). What is the consequence of 
a dominant culture being unaware of its own culture and, as a result, thinking that 
culture is divorced from education? This ignorance becomes a justification for not 
acknowledging or valuing Other cultures and ways of knowing.  
 
Education within Indigenous communities is an informal and personal process where 
knowledge is passed from the mature, experienced adults to young people and 
children and, despite this process being interrupted by the practices of forcibly 
disrupting families, this is something that continues to happen now (Mudrooroo, 
1995). Although education still occurs within Indigenous communities, the 
disruption caused by many policies and practices borne from the colonisation effort 
has had a serious impact upon the this process and consequently the identity of many 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.  
 
Due to some of the effects of invasion the colour of a person’s skin does not denote 
what their identity is. This can be quite destabilizing for some people, especially if 
they have had negative experiences associated with the uncertainty associated with 
their cultural identity. During the first half of last century, particularly between 1920 
and the 1960s, many Indigenous people in New South Wales and Victoria were 
living on the outskirts of towns in fringe camps (Broome, 2001). The lives of these 
people were controlled by a caste system where there were different social worlds 
for people depending on the colour of their skin (Broome, 2001). Peter Read 
provides an example of how someone’s ascribed racial identity was in flux and 
constantly changing despite his appearance remaining the same. This would have 
had an enormous impact upon this person’s assumed identity and this confusion can 
also be seen in the life of one of my participants. 
In 1935 a fair-skinned Aboriginal man of part Indigenous descent was ejected 
from a hotel for being an Aboriginal. He returned to his home on the mission 
station to find himself refused entry because he was not an Aboriginal. He 
tried to remove his children but was told he could not because they were 
Aboriginal. He walked to the next town where he was arrested for being an 
Aboriginal vagrant and placed on the local reserve. During World War II he 
tried to enlist but was told he could not because he was Aboriginal. He went 
interstate and joined up as a non-Aboriginal. After the war he could not 
acquire a passport without permission because he was Aboriginal. He 
received exemption from the Aborigines Protection Act – and was told he 
could no longer visit his relatives on the reserve because he was not 
Aboriginal. He was denied entry to the RSL Club because he was Aboriginal 
(Read, 1998, p. 169).   
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Broome (2001) states that when some Aboriginal people denied their Aboriginality it 
created splits and ‘class’ divisions within a number of Aboriginal communities. 
When governments offered chances for Aboriginal people to obtain exemption 
certificates, which in reality meant denying all aspects of their Aboriginality, it 
created a group of people who were not accepted by their European peers as 
anything other than Aboriginal and were also shunned by their Aboriginal peers 
(Broome, 2001). Denial of Aboriginality occurred in a number of ways, such as with 
the adoption of European values, as people tried to rid themselves of the humiliation 
associated with dark skins and Aboriginal features which, they had learned from the 
colonisers, were characteristics of inferiority (Broome, 2001). As such, some people 
sought partnerships with lighter skinned Aboriginals or Europeans to increase their 
personal status and to ensure that their children would not have to endure the same 
degree of racism as they had (Broome, 2001). 
 
3.1 Education and ‘Culture’ 
As previously discussed, there is not a single, unified, homogenous ‘Indigenous 
Australian’ culture, language or identity, and what seems to be lacking in many 
Australian classrooms is provision for the diverse interests and cultural backgrounds 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students (Groome, 1998; Nichol & 
Robinson, 2000; Vass, 2014). Teaching and learning is not purely about the 
acquisition of knowledge and skills, rather it is a complex socialisation site that 
contributes to the way in which individuals see themselves, the connections that 
people make with others and the way that individuals develop the ideas about their 
roles and positions within society (Leistyna, 1999; Phillips & Lampert, 2005). Tools 
for learning are developed through culture and, as such, many Indigenous students 
are marginalised from the right to learn positive aspects about themselves and their 
communities as Indigenous students are surrounded by non-Indigenous history and 
culture and typically taught by non-Indigenous teachers (Phillips & Lampert, 2005). 
The spotlight on non-Indigenous histories and ways of knowing silences the various 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait knowledges and ways of knowing, rendering invisible 
large aspects of many Indigenous students’ educational lifeworlds. The privileging 
of white schooling over other equally valid ways of knowing, such as Indigenous 
ways of knowing, feeds into the deceitful discourse of the uneducability of 
Indigenous students. It is essential that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
be allowed the opportunity to build upon their own worldviews rather than be 
assimilated into the dominant ideology (Phillips & Lampert, 2005).  
 
There are many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures but this vibrancy and 
diversity is often not celebrated in many mainstream Australian schools. This can be 
seen in many of the experiences of my participants with formal schooling. I will 
explore the educational concerns within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
education, the current situation and some of the contributing factors that have led to 
this position.  
 
4. EDUCATIONAL CONCERNS 
The manner in which Indigenous students are positioned and represented with 
regards to their alleged abilities and achievements within the Eurocentric domain of 
formal schooling has been framed by colonialism and development. This has 
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narrowed the perception of complexity and diversity of the many Indigenous cultures 
within Australia. There has also been the universalisation of the dominant group’s 
ideas regarding schooling and the suppression of other knowledges and ways of 
knowing. These actions have led to many Indigenous students not ‘performing’ (as 
envisaged by White policy makers and educationalists) at the same level as non-
Indigenous students. Although the educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students is comprised of much more than just the formal schooling 
aspect, it is important to consider this position as it holds such a powerful position 
within the discourse of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education. Formal 
schooling is so heavily favoured as the only allegedly worthwhile education in 
Australian society that it is essential that the current situation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander education is appraised as well as an examination regarding the 
journey to this current situation. 	  
4.1 The Current Situation 
There continues to be an enormous disparity between the schooling outcomes of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and non-Aboriginal and non-Torres 
Strait Islander students, despite the huge investment in compensatory programs. In 
2006 there was a considerable difference in school participation rates, with a 
significant 21% of fifteen-year-old Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students not 
participating in school education, compared with only 5% of fifteen-year-old non-
Aboriginal and non-Torres Strait Islander students (The Parliament of The 
Commonwealth of Australia House of Representatives Standing Committee on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs, 2007). Across Australia approximately 
one in four Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students does not achieve the 
government’s expected minimum standard for Year 3 reading and this deteriorates to 
one in three by Year 5 (Department of Education, 2004). In 2006 Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students were half as likely as non-Aboriginal and non-Torres 
Strait Islander students to continue on to Year 12 and only 31.8% of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander seventeen-year-olds were participating in school education 
compared with 64.7% of non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander seventeen-year-
olds (The Parliament of The Commonwealth of Australia House of Representatives 
Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs, 2007). 
 
These stark contrasts continue into the higher education arena where only 1.3% of 
the Indigenous population hold university degrees compared with 25% of the non-
Indigenous population (James & Devlin, 2006). The Bradley Review of Australian 
Higher Education stated that the retention rates for Indigenous students were 
between 19% and 26% below the rate for non-Indigenous students and many 
Indigenous students leave without an award (Bradley, Noonan, Nugebt, & Scales, 
2008). 
 
Young (1990) points out that in contradiction to popular belief, educational 
attainment and test results are not neutral (Ford, 2013). Although the dominant 
group’s propaganda promotes the idea that education provides equal opportunities 
for all, this is not the case when a one-size-fits all curriculum is used and all students 
are measured according to the same standard (Young, 1990). Instead of producing 
equality these actions reproduce class, race and gender hierarchies (Vass, 2014; 
Young, 1990). Schools are a socialising agency and according to Collins (1979) 
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much of what students learn within schools are cultural values and social norms, 
such as obedience, attentiveness and deference to authority.  
Australian schools are embedded in a Western, middle class, cultural 
tradition, emphasising not only particular ways of doing things and particular 
concepts, but also a particular structure. The subordination of education to 
this ideology often results in the alienation of students who come from a 
different class and society (Mudrooroo, 1995, p. 125) .  
 
Poor schooling outcomes for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are 
a symptom of multi-causal disadvantage. Schooling experiences and outcomes do 
not occur in a vacuum. Employment opportunities and economic agency are 
influenced by school retention and completion rates. In turn these are influenced by 
school engagement and early childhood development, as well as, environmental 
factors such as families, communities and government policies. In turn, all of these 
factors are influenced by the intergenerational attitudes and outcomes of education 
and employment (Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service 
Provision, 2007).  
 
In the late 1960s the extreme educational disadvantage of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples was ‘discovered’ as there were high rates of formal schooling 
failure among the first generation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
who attended mainstream state schools after generations of government policies 
focused on segregation and marginalisation (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Groome, 
1998). This educational disadvantage continues in various forms and degrees. In 
2005 the chair of the commissioned government report, Overcoming Indigenous 
Disadvantage observed: 
It is distressingly apparent that many years of policy effort have not delivered 
desired outcomes; indeed in some important respects the circumstances of 
Indigenous people appear to have deteriorated or regressed. Worse than that, 
outcomes in the strategic areas identified as critical to overcoming 
disadvantage in the long term remain well short of what is needed (Steering 
Committee  for the Review of Government Service Provision, 2005). 
 
One of the most devastating policies and practices for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples was the removal of children. The people affected are now referred 
to as the Stolen Generations. The process of forced removal from family had a direct 
impact on the educational lifeworlds of many Indigenous people because Indigenous 
knowledges and ways of knowing were purposefully interrupted and disturbed. As a 
result many Indigenous languages and knowledges have been lost forever. Besides 
losing much of their Indigenous knowledges, many people who were stolen from 
their families, endured horrendous experiences within the White schooling system. 
The practice of removing children not only impacted those particular children but 
also had an enormous bearing upon the entire Aboriginal population both then and 
now. 
 
4.2 Stolen Generations 
It was believed that children were the key to ‘civilising’ the Aboriginal people 
because the adults could never be ‘fully civilised’ (Briskman, 2003; Copland, 
Richards, & Walker, 2006; Haskins & Jacobs, 2002; Read, 1999). This was social 
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Darwinism in action with the belief that various peoples held different positions on 
the metaphorical ‘civilisation ladder’. In August 1849, Maranoa Crown Lands 
Commissioner, Jack Durbin, wrote to Governor Fitzroy urging the removal of 
children from their parents:  
From the experience acquired during a residency of ten years in the Colony I 
take liberty of observing that I am most firmly impressed with the opinion 
that the only effectual method of ameliorating the condition of this 
unfortunate race, would be to obtain possession of the young generation 
including of course both sexes. Remove them from their own immediate 
district to a remote part of the colony in order to prohibit any intercourse 
whatever with any member of their own tribes and then place them at schools 
for a term of years. The cruelty that would at first appear in depriving the 
parents of their children is not so in reality when acquainted with the habits 
of the lamented race. For a few articles of clothing etc., they would I am 
convinced be induced to part with their children for the purpose of education 
(Copland et al., 2006, pp. 90-91). 
 
Even those Europeans living in the colony who held an optimistic view of 
Aboriginal Australians did not seem to comprehend that Indigenous Australians are 
peoples that have their own complex cultures. Difference was equated to inferiority.  
In the 1930s Reverend James Gunther stated of the Aborigines that: Their 
intellectual faculties are by no means so inferior as is generally supposed; 
their mind is quite capable of culture; of this I have many decisive 
proofs……at least the young men and boys very soon acquire and speak the 
English language correctly and fluently. You can draw out their minds so as 
to reflect and reason (Broome, 2001, p. 34). 
 
The Industrial Schools and Reformatories Act 1865 (Qld) automatically defined 
children who were born of an Aboriginal or half-caste mother as neglected children 
and consequently they could be removed from their families (Copland et al., 2006; 
Kidd, 1997; Queensland Government, 1865). The Westbrook Reformatory and the 
Toowoomba Industrial School were two institutions on the Darling Downs where 
children were placed once they had been removed from their families (Copland et 
al., 2006). Despite a number of colonialists who were convinced that Aboriginal 
parents would be happy to part with their children for a few articles of clothing it 
was discovered that this was not the case.  Copland et al. (2006) examines how the 
superintendent of the Aboriginal Reserve in Durundur met with Aboriginal parental 
resistance when he was trying to take their children away:  
With reference to a recent notice by the Government, announcing that half-
caste children would be taken care of in an Orphanage, we have to say that, 
having pointed out to the native mothers, so far as we are able, the advantage 
of placing their children in such an institution, we have found that in all 
cases, as yet the mothers will not consent to part with their children (Copland 
et al., 2006, p. 93).  
 
In 1897 Queensland passed the Aborigines Protection and Restriction of the Sale of 
Opium Act (Qld). This piece of legislation was incredibly controlling and restrictive 
as it dictated every aspect of the lives of Queensland Aboriginal peoples (Blake, 
2001; Briskman, 2003; Broome, 2001; Kidd, 1997). Aboriginal people were rounded 
up and imprisoned in reserves, at places such as Bogimbah Reserve at Fraser Island. 
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Under this Act the minister could authorise the removal of Indigenous peoples to and 
between missions and the separation of children from families (Blake, 2001; Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997; Kidd, 1997). The removal of 
children became even easier in 1939 when the Director of Native Affairs became the 
official guardian of all Indigenous children under 21 (Human Rights and Equal 
Opportunity Commission, 1997). 
 
The beliefs and practices of the Chief Protector and Director of Native Affairs from 
1913 to 1942, J. W. Bleakley, demonstrate the extremity of the Social Darwinist 
discourse. It reveals the sort of terror that Indigenous people had to live with on a 
daily basis, and illustrates how this would continue to impact on Indigenous people 
today. Bleakley demonstrates his passion for the protection of an ‘inferior’ race and 
the safeguard of the ‘superior’ race. “It is only by complete separation of the two 
races that we can save him (‘the Aborigine’) from hopeless contamination and 
eventual extinction, as well as safeguard the purity of our own blood” (Blake, 2001; 
Long, 1970, p. 97). He justifies the importance of the missions for the safety of both 
races:  
Few realise the work done by missions. Not only do they protect child races 
from unscrupulous white, but they help to preserve the purity of the white 
race from the grave social dangers that always threaten where there is a 
degraded race living in loose condition at its back door (Bleakley, 1961, p. 
124).  
 
These are the opinions of the man who had total control of the lives of Indigenous 
people within Queensland. A man who thought Indigenous people were child-like 
and a degraded race, people that needed to be protected from themselves, as well as 
from ‘ruining’ the purity of the white race. This is a significant example of 
Orientalism where Indigenous peoples have been cast as the Other and many 
negative character traits (binary opposites to those purportedly possessed by the 
British) have been assigned to an entire group of people. This is the climate within 
which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educational discourse developed. This 
narrow-minded belief that people can be graded according to their civility, with 
white people, naturally, occupying the privileged position of the ultimate in 
civilisation, continues into contemporary classrooms. In many contemporary 
classrooms non-white knowledges are devalued or not recognised at all while white, 
western schooling knowledge is placed in a very privileged position. These beliefs 
have a direct impact upon Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples today. When 
Indigenous students enter the classroom they learn that their languages, knowledges 
and behaviours, which are often valued at home, are frequently rejected or punished 
at school. 
 
In 1956 the era of assimilation began and this was allegedly based around ‘sound 
education’ and ‘suitable housing’ - but one might ask sound and suitable according 
to whom? With the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Act 1965 (Qld) Indigenous 
parents regained guardianship of their children but in reality the Director of 
Aboriginal and Island Affairs still had the power to enforce the removal of people, 
including children (Briskman, 2003; Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission, 1997). This power was not removed until 1979 (Human Rights and 
Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997). 
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The Bringing Them Home (1997) report outlines how Indigenous children have been 
forcibly removed from their parents since the time of invasion (Behrendt, 2009; 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997; Read, 1999). The report 
details some of the history of the forced removal of Indigenous Australians. The 
policies and practices of forced removal from families and communities have had a 
devastating effect upon all Indigenous Australians. Direct links can be seen between 
this government policy and current issues that many Indigenous peoples suffer with. 
A three-year longitudinal study completed in the 1980s in Melbourne revealed the 
numerous differences between respondents who had been removed compared to 
those that had been raised by their family and communities. Those removed were:  
• Less likely to have undertaken a post secondary education 
• Much less likely to have stable living conditions and more likely to be 
geographically mobile 
• Three times more likely to say they had no one to call on in a crisis 
• Less likely to be in a stable, confiding relationship with a partner 
• Twice as likely to report having being arrested by police and having been 
convicted of an offence 
• Three times more likely to report having been in gaol 
• Less likely to have a strong sense of their Aboriginal cultural identity, more 
likely to have discovered their Aboriginality later in life and less likely to 
know about their Aboriginal cultural traditions 
• Twice as likely to report current use of illicit substances 
• Much more likely to report intravenous use of illicit substances (Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997, p. 12). 
 
The process of forced child removal has affected my participants in numerous ways, 
including one participant who was directly involved in this traumatic practice. As the 
quote above demonstrates, people who were removed were less likely to have a 
strong sense of their Aboriginality, less likely to know about their cultural traditions 
and less likely to undertake postsecondary education. These consequences of forced 
child removal not only affected the individuals who were taken but it also had a 
direct impact upon their families, their children and their communities.   
 
Another consequence of the endemic practice of child removal is intergenerational 
trauma. Intergenerational trauma continues to affect many Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people and has an immense bearing on their educational lifeworlds, 
families and communities. This crippling disorder has often been ignored or 
discounted due to the silence surrounding the events that caused the trauma. 
Intergenerational trauma will now be explored in greater depth. 
 
4.3 Intergenerational Trauma  
Dispossession, segregation and assimilation, which are all by-products of the 
colonisation of Australia, have led to intergenerational trauma which has had a 
severe impact upon the educational experience and achievement of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students within the formal schooling arena (Gray & Beresford, 
2008). Intergenerational trauma can be explained as unresolved grief that often 
exhibits as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder from the dispossession, racism and 
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segregation and assimilation policies that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people have been subjected to since invasion (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Sherwood, 
2013). The trauma can be passed on to succeeding generations, manifesting in things 
such as family violence, drug and alcohol abuse and low socioeconomic status 
(Burnette, Sanders, Butcher, & Salois, 2011; Gray & Beresford, 2008; Nicolai & 
Saus, 2013).  
 
A large number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people suffer from the 
intergenerational trauma that is associated with the forced removal from their 
families (Briskman, 2003; Gray & Beresford, 2008). Many people within the Stolen 
Generations experience difficulty with being emotionally available and responsive to 
their children. One of the consequences of this struggle is that their children face a 
higher risk of educational failure (Gray & Beresford, 2008). The forcible removal 
does not only affect formal schooling but also the cultural education that would 
normally occur within families and communities as people no longer have access to 
the histories and stories of their people. As a result many of the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people who have been affected by this government policy no 
longer have appropriate access to those elements of their educational lifeworld and 
become unable to effectively walk in either world. 
 
There were numerous government policies that affected every aspect of the lives of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Whilst the policies of child removal 
and the resultant intergenerational trauma had severe impacts upon the learning that 
would have traditionally happened within the family and community, there were a 
number of policies that directly influenced the experiences that Indigenous students 
had with formal schooling. These policies not only affected the individuals who were 
students at the time these policies were practiced but it has had a flow on effect to 
the following generations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. I will 
now explore some of the historical policies and practices of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander schooling as they have influenced how my participants have 
experienced and engage with formal schooling.  
 
4.4 Policies of Segregation and Integration 
During the 1940s it was estimated that fewer than 10% of the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children were attending state schools, 25% were attending church-
based missions and the rest were receiving no formal schooling (Neville, 1947). The 
consequence of several generations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
not receiving any formal schooling was to establish and maintain intergenerational 
patterns of educational disadvantage that became apparent to educators in the mid 
1970s and can still be seen today (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Groome, 1998). When 
parents have little experience or success with formal schooling, they often do not 
have the skills or experience to help their children with the academic content, the 
cultural capital that would help with school success or with kindling aspirations to 
continue with formal schooling (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Groome, 1998; Wheldall, 
Beaman, & Langstaff, 2010).  
 
Policies of formal social and educational segregation were replaced by policies of 
integration and assimilation and schools were one of the institutions that carried this 
out. Their key role seems to have been to create alienating environments for 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students (Gray & Beresford, 2008). Indigenous 
cultures were silenced in the classrooms by racialised curricula and limited parental 
involvement (Gray & Beresford, 2008). The aim of formal schooling for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students became the achievement of white cultural 
knowledge that would make Indigenous people more ‘acceptable’ to white people. 
When Indigenous people did not appropriately achieve this, it was seen as their own 
fault (Gray & Beresford, 2008).  
 
Explanations of this purported ‘educational’ failure centred on cultural deprivation 
(Gray & Beresford, 2008; Groome, 1998; Levinson & Hooley, 2014). The idea of 
cultural deprivation reflects the ideas of the development discourse and positions 
particular cultures hierarchically, obviously with White culture in the highest 
position. It is based on the assumption that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
cultures lack important aspects that White culture has and this lack could be 
overcome by providing enriched doses of White culture at school (Gray & 
Beresford, 2008). The aim of education was to compensate for the deficits of the 
Indigenous students; deficits these students had, just because they were Indigenous 
(Gorringe, 2011; Gray & Beresford, 2008) The deficit theory, which underpins 
compensatory education, resulted in numerous generations of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students believing that they could not meet expectations of 
mainstream education systems (Graham, 2012; Gray & Beresford, 2008). It appeared 
as if these explanations, regarding the failure of Indigenous students in schools, 
removed the need to evaluate the effectiveness of formal schooling for these 
students. Teachers and governments could justify Indigenous failure because of the 
students’ ‘deficiency’ and this supported new forms of racial segregation, such as 
placing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in special classes for 
‘underachievers’ (Graham, 2012; Gray & Beresford, 2008). This placement of 
Indigenous students on the bottom rung of formal schooling achievement was 
supported by culturally biased IQ tests (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Klenowski, 2009) 
and continues to be supported by culturally biased national literacy and numeracy 
tests, such as NAPLAN. McKeich (1969) explains that “language difficulties, time 
and speed elements, rapport, unfamiliarity with content of test items and so on, make 
it extremely difficult for [Aboriginal students] to score effectively.” 
 
Although policies of segregation were formally phased out in the 1970s, economic 
marginalisation has continued and there has been very little upward mobility of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the last 30 years (Gray & Beresford, 
2008).  According to the Biddle (2011, p. 5) in 2006 the average Indigenous 
Australian had a personal disposable income 0.703 times as high as the average non-
Indigenous Australian and this fell to 0.699 times as high by 2011. The Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare (2011) states that in 2008 nearly half (49%) of 
Indigenous households were in the lowest income quintile and less than 5% of 
Indigenous households were in the top income quintile.   
 
4.5 Policies of Assimilation 
Throughout Australia during the 1950s and 1960s there was an assimilationist period 
of schooling. This was highlighted by the refusal of the Queensland State 
Governments to provide any programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students to enhance their experiences with schooling and improve their participation, 
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as they were under the misguided notion that all students should be treated the same 
(Phillips & Lampert, 2005). Schooling is not a ‘one size fits all’ process as students 
arrive in the classroom with different cultural capital, experiences, understandings 
and knowledges and some students will be privileged because of this whilst others 
will be oppressed. “If you wish to perpetuate inequalities then provide the same 
education for all” (Nichol & Robinson, 2000, p. 502).  
 
As Broome (2001, p. 175) explains, the policy of assimilation was to turn Indigenous 
people into black skinned Europeans and this was supported by the government 
propaganda pamphlets, which displayed photographs of Australian Aboriginal 
people, dressed smartly and learning how to cook, work and learn by white experts 
with the message being that the successful Indigenous Australian was the 
Europeanised Indigenous Australian (Anderson, 2003; J. Bell, 2003). In 1961 at the 
Native Welfare Conference the definition of assimilation became:  
All Aborigines and part-Aborigines are expected eventually to attain the 
same manner of living as other Australians and to live as members of a single 
Australian community, enjoying the same rights and privileges, accepting the 
same responsibilities, observing the same customs and influenced by the 
same beliefs, hopes and loyalties as other Australians (Broome, 2001, p. 
177).  
 
This excerpt demonstrates that a mere fifty-four years ago the official policy was not 
one of multiculturalism or valuing and acknowledging multiple worldviews and 
knowledges, rather it was the suppression of difference and the requirement that 
Others become like the dominant group of society. This overtly racist policy has had 
and continues to have an enormous impact upon Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples and how non-Indigenous peoples view them. Despite the 
declarations that the world has now moved into a ‘post-race’ era, what actually 
seems to have occurred is that, society has become better at shrouding the racial lines 
of division. The Northern Territory Emergency Response (The Intervention) and 
Closing the Gap are steeped in the same deficit discourse that spawned these 
assimilationist policies. Rather than language that is overtly racist, language has 
become more subtle where the deficit is implied rather than stated.  
 
These policies of segregation, integration and assimilation have been some of the 
causes of negative schooling experiences that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples have suffered. The impact of these negative experiences can be seen today 
with the high levels of Indigenous students who are absent from school or the 
classroom. The past negative experiences with schooling can influence the current 
levels of absenteeism, truancy and retention rates.  
 
4.6 Absenteeism and Truancy and the Link to Risk 
A plateau effect has been experienced with regards to Indigenous educational 
engagement and success rather than the desired exponential growth from the 
substantial government expenditure (Gray & Beresford, 2008). According to Gray 
and Beresford (2008) there was an initial burst in improved retention rates and 
academic achievement from the 1980s to the 1990s but this has settled into a pattern 
of small, incremental steps in all areas of educational outcomes. There are many 
examples of the effects of high absenteeism and high truancy rates which have the 
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seemingly obvious result of poor academic achievement, the lack of belonging 
within the school and students becoming social outsiders (Gray & Beresford, 2008). 
There are many examples of high absenteeism correlating with high rates of juvenile 
crime (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Slee, 2011; A. Taylor, 2010). Factors such as low 
socioeconomic status, low employment rates, single and blended families, students 
speaking languages other than English, disabilities and student transience that 
correlate to educational and social risks, further extend the patterns of absenteeism at 
school (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Groome, 1998; Slee, 2011). Australian and 
international research has linked the impact of social indicators such as poverty, 
health, housing, the educational levels of student caregivers, isolation and language 
on regular attendance and school achievement, and these factors have a 
disproportionate impact on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, placing 
them at extreme educational risk (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Groome, 1998; Slee, 
2011).  
 
Gray and Beresford (2008), amongst others, propose ideas to improve the 
educational outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, such as 
different methods for the recruitment and retention of Indigenous teachers (Slee, 
2011). This would seem like an important step as there are fewer than 2% of primary 
school teachers that identify as Aboriginal and or Torres Strait Islander and less than 
1% of high school teachers (Gray & Beresford, 2008; Santoro & Reid, 2006). When 
one considers all the statistics and information available on the apparent failings of 
Indigenous students amongst all the ‘assistance’ that is available there is a deafening 
silence around the critique of whether our school systems are appropriate for all the 
students who do not fit into the very small mould that has been set. From this, it 
seems, as if the educational system does not need to be changed, as it is apparently 
the fault of the students, rather than the system, that they are not achieving these 
particular requirements.  
 
4.7 Attendance and Retention Rates 
Neill (2002) proclaimed that there was a crisis with school attendance rates and 
truancy of Indigenous students, which in turn has a negative impact on schooling 
outcomes (Jorgensen, 2012; Slee, 2011). Neill (2002) makes an enormous statement 
when he declares that low attendance is one of the main causes of poor educational 
outcomes (Jorgensen, 2012; Slee, 2011). It would seem like an important question to 
ask why Indigenous Australians, compared to any other group in Australia, have 
such poor attendance rates.  
 
Despite the fact that retention rates are far below their non-Indigenous counterparts 
(Klenowski, 2009), it was not until 1999 that a comprehensive analysis was 
undertaken (Neill, 2002). In 2006 Indigenous students were half as likely as non-
Indigenous students to continue on to year twelve and only 31.8% of Indigenous 
Australians aged seventeen years were participating in school education, compared 
with 64.7% of non-Indigenous Australians (The Parliament of The Commonwealth 
of Australia House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Affairs, 2007). 
 
What is happening or not happening within the classrooms or school grounds to 
discourage Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students from attending, as well as 
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from continuing on with schooling? Although this seems like such a significant 
question, there seems to be a culture of indifference or apathy among bureaucrats 
and politicians regarding the huge problem of Indigenous attendance and retention 
rates. This culture of indifference to attendance rates has been taken to the other 
extreme with some of the schooling approaches within the Intervention in the 
Northern Territory (this is discussed in more detail on pages 47-48). For the 
communities that are affected by the Intervention there are punitive measures in 
place, for the student’s family, when the students are not attending school, but there 
does not seem to be an examination into the reasons behind why students do not 
want to attend school. It would seem as if this might be an important measure to 
consider rather than punishing parents for their children not wishing to attend school. 
Once again Indigenous students are both invisible, as well as marked out as the 
Other, and this seems dependent upon where they live and the government measures 
controlling that area. 
 
Once educationalists and society at large admitted that there was a ‘problem’ within 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education, and deemed it was the students and 
not the school itself, a number of attempts were made to remedy the situation. I will 
now explore some of these attempts. 
 
4.8 Attempts to Fix the ‘Issue’ 
Community concerns regarding the schooling achievements of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Island Australians are not a recent phenomenon. Australian educational 
history is littered with attempts to redress the issue of poor schooling outcomes of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island students, with such programmes as assimilation 
(Phillips & Lampert, 2005), bilingual education (C. Nicholls, 2005) and two-way 
education (Harris, 1990). The ‘Indigenous problem’ is usually framed as a problem 
of, or with, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples themselves and “the 
natives were, according to this view, to blame for not accepting the terms of their 
colonisation” (L. T. Smith, 1999, p. 91).  
 
4.9 Bilingual Education 
Although history demonstrates many unsuccessful endeavours to rectify the subject 
of the poor educational outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, 
there is also the concern that educational programmes that are successfully 
combating this schooling ‘problem’ are actively being disbanded. These 
programmes, such as the bilingual education programmes in the Northern Territory, 
not only focused on the curriculum of formal western education, but also valued 
Indigenous languages and worldviews and were aimed at enabling Aboriginal 
communities to gain local control over the education of their children (Ford, 2013; 
C. Nicholls, 2005). Bilingual education is an education policy that has had success 
overseas (Cumins & Corson, 1997). Kenya operates under a trilingual system where 
Kiswahili, the national language, English, the official language and the local 
Indigenous language, are all used and taught at various times throughout the school 
day (Osborne, 2001). In some Native American schools teachers teach in both their 
students’ first language as well as in English and the students can speak and 
complete their assessment in whatever language they feel most comfortable, which is 
often their Indigenous language (Osborne, 2001). As students progress through 
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primary school, English is used more and more and consequently students leave 
school being proficient in both their native language and English (Osborne, 2001). 
 
The closure of the bilingual programmes by the Northern Territory government was 
on the recommendation of a review panel made up of four government appointees 
from outside the communities affected (C. Nicholls, 2005). This decision was in 
opposition to the wishes of the majority of Aboriginal community members and the 
school staff in the affected communities (Ford, 2013; C. Nicholls, 2005). It is 
interesting that the government would take the opinions of four white men with no 
background in education over people who live and work in this community. It seems 
as if the Northern Territory government is continuing to punish people for wanting to 
practice their cultures and languages instead of ‘properly’ assimilating with the white 
community.  
 
When examining many of the programmes that are developed for the stated benefit 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, one can see the attempt to use a 
standardised approach. There seems to be no acknowledgement of the diversity 
amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and communities. This 
diversity is related to, amongst other things, where the students are living, the degree 
of land dispossession they have been subjected to, the languages they speak and the 
degree to which colonisation has impacted their ability to know and be able to 
practice various aspects of their cultures. When one considers the educational 
lifeworlds of Aboriginal students it is important to contextualise the lives of these 
students within the wider political climate. Consequently, I will now examine an 
example of one of these standardised approaches, The Northern Territory Emergency 
Response. 
 
4.10 The Intervention 
The Northern Territory Emergency Response (also known as the Intervention) was 
sanctioned on the 21st of June 2007 by the Australian Government and since then has 
been continued by subsequent Australian governments (McCallum & Waller, 2013; 
Pascoe, 2012). For the Intervention to occur the Racial Discrimination Act had to be 
suspended (Lea et al., 2011; McCallum & Waller, 2013; Partridge, 2013). The 
Northern Territory Emergency Response was enacted in response to formal and 
informal reports of alleged child abuse and neglect in the Northern Territory, 
particularly in Aboriginal communities. Prescribed areas have had a number of 
measures put in place such as bans on alcohol and pornography, income 
management of half of people’s welfare payments to ensure children’s needs are met 
and the provision of extra teachers and classrooms to name just a few (Australian 
Government, 2012; Lea et al., 2011; McCallum & Waller, 2013; Partridge, 2013; 
Pascoe, 2012). 
 
The Intervention is a top-down, one-size-fits-all approach that has resulted in the 
termination of many effective, contextually appropriate, community designed 
programmes (Concerned Australians, 2012; Lea et al., 2011). It is an example of a 
government led solution to the alleged Aboriginal ‘problem’ in the Northern 
Territory that has occurred despite the criticism of the response at both a local and 
international level. One of the purported issues that the Intervention was dealing with 
was school attendance rates. According to the Emergency Response, the most 
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appropriate way to deal with children not going to school was a programme known 
as SEAM, (School Enrolment and Attendance through Welfare Reform Measures). 
This programme meant that a parent could be requested to attend a compulsory 
conference to discuss their child’s school attendance and then enter into a school 
attendance plan that they must comply with (Concerned Australians, 2012; Partridge, 
2013). Failure to do so would result in suspension of a person’s income support 
payment, unless certain circumstances apply (Concerned Australians, 2012; 
Partridge, 2013). As Mrs Williams from the Babbarra Women’s Centre points out, 
this programme completely disregards the non-Western education that these students 
participate in: 
But also the government has to understand that we have two seasons, the dry 
season and the wet season. In the dry season we have ceremonies where we 
send our children with their families out in the bush for six months, wet and 
dry, and the government should understand that that is part of our culture to 
attend. It is a kind of education too, to educate our kids. (Concerned 
Australians, 2012, p. 73). 
 
It seems that Indigenous Australians are still being condemned for practicing aspects 
of their cultures that do not fit with the assimilation that Australian governments 
desire. No other people in Australia are punished in such a way for their child’s 
attendance behaviour at school. Mr Jones from the Uniting Church Northern Synod 
explains some of the failures of this racist programme: 
It is our view that the punitive suspension of income support payments of 
parents who do not meet their part of the attendance plans will not receive a 
positive response from parents. Punishing the most disadvantaged people in 
the land for not participating in a system that has not delivered the outcomes 
they desire is heaping punishment on punishment (Concerned Australians, 
2012, p. 73). 
 
The lack of genuine consultation with the peoples who are directly affected by these 
extreme social control measures demonstrates the acceptance of the deficit approach 
towards Indigenous affairs and the need for white experts to come up with 
‘solutions’ for the Indigenous ‘problems’ regardless of what Indigenous 
communities desire. Although the Intervention is occurring in the Northern Territory 
an analysis of this response is relevant to this project because it is an example of the 
deficit thinking that is ubiquitous within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
education. 
 
4.11 Other Contemporary Education Initiatives 
Closing the Gap (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012) is a current strategy aimed at 
reducing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders’ disadvantage, relative to and 
measured against White Anglo-Australian cultural norms and expectations with 
respect to early childhood education, educational achievements, employment 
outcomes, life expectancy and child mortality (Healthinfonet, 2011). 
 
There are a number of current government initiatives specifically attempting to 
remedy the disparity in the educational outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders. Some of these programmes are aimed at improving teacher understanding 
and practice, (What Works Program), others at the community and family level, 
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(Parental and Community Engagement (PaCE) programme) as well as those 
directed at students themselves, (The Governor-General’s Indigenous Teaching 
Scholarship) (Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 
2010). These programmes, statistics and initiatives attain legitimacy primarily when 
seen from within a discourse of development. From other perspectives, or 
discourses, the educational achievements of the culturally Other would appear quite 
differently. 
 
Australia is one of a number of settler societies that has identified that there is an 
issue with Indigenous schooling. New Zealand, Canada and the United States of 
America are all addressing this issue differently. It would seem prudent to situate 
ourselves within the international context, so that we can discover how other 
countries are engaging with Indigenous education, with the hope that Australia can 
improve its current state of affairs, approaches and consequently, outcomes. 
 
4.12 Australia Compared with Other Settler Societies 
Australia is one of a number of countries that have been invaded and colonised but, 
according to Kaufman (2003), Australia has the worst Indigenous educational 
outcomes of any Western settler society (Ford, 2013). This is an important point as 
schooling cannot be detached from the social, political, economic and psychological 
contexts that shape it (Kincheloe et al., 2012). L. T. Smith (1999, p. 19) states:  
Indigenous peoples as an international group have had to challenge, 
understand and have a shared language for talking about the history, the 
sociology, the psychology and the politics of imperialism and colonialism as 
an epic story telling of huge devastation, painful struggle and persistent 
survival.  
 
Although many settler societies share similar invasion narratives, these were 
idiosyncratic experiences and consequently these societies are now at diverse points 
in their experience with Indigenous education. Canada and the United States have 
treaties which mandated the commitment from national governments to provide 
educational services to their Indigenous communities, and the Alaskan state 
government agreed to a formal settlement where they would build a school in any 
village that wanted one and that had at least 8 students (Gray & Beresford, 2008).  
 
In the United States of America, after centuries of colonialism, Native Americans 
now represent approximately 1 per cent of the American population. While 
Indigenous Australians gained citizenship in 1967, Native Americans won this right 
in 1924 (Hickling-Hudson & Ahlquist, 2003; Tennant, 2011; Washington & van 
Hover, 2011). The employment rate for Native Americans is 64.7 per cent, compared 
with 78.1 per cent for the rest of the population, a difference of 13.4 per cent (A. 
Austin, 2013). A. Austin (2013) explains that it becomes more important to examine 
employment rates rather than unemployment rates when discussing Native 
Americans because, once employment stops being sought, as is often the case with 
chronic unemployment, they are no longer considered to be unemployed.  In 
Australia the Indigenous unemployment rate is approximately 17.2 per cent, 
compared with 5.5 per cent for non-Indigenous Australians (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2014).  
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Although the education systems in both countries do not appear to appreciate the 
diverse knowledges and ways of knowing that Indigenous peoples have, ‘the 
educational gap’ between the Indigenous populations and the non-Indigenous 
populations is quite different. In the United States approximately 82.4 per cent of 
Native Americans have a high school credential compared with 93.8 per cent of 
White students (Chapman, Laird, Ifill, & KewalRamani, 2011) and 12 per cent of 
Native Americans possess university degrees (A. Austin, 2013). In Australia the high 
school completion rate for Indigenous Australians is 31 per cent compared with 76 
per cent of non-Indigenous Australians (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011) and 
only 1.3 per cent of Indigenous Australians hold university degrees (Hickling-
Hudson & Ahlquist, 2003; James & Devlin, 2006). Both the United States and 
Australia provided second-rate schooling (as illustrated by a number of the policies 
and practices briefly discussed in this literature review) for Indigenous students, in 
places like missions and boarding schools. One must wonder if this ‘schooling’ was 
a deliberate strategy or the result of apathetic governments and communities? 
Hickling-Hudson and Ahlquist (2003) explain that despite the huge amount of 
money that both the United States and Australia have allocated to ‘close the gap’ 
between the educational achievements of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, 
formal schooling is continuing to fail Indigenous students due to the “continuation of 
many of the racist practices of a colonialist heritage” (p. 71).  
 
In Canada, despite a history of assimilationist schooling practices where Indigenous 
Canadian children were ripped from families and cultural practices and where 
cultural learning was severely interrupted, there are now opportunities for Canadian 
students to be taught within immersion schools where they have the opportunity to 
learn within their Indigenous language (De Korne, 2010; Hendry, 2005). New 
Zealand also has opportunities for Maori students to be taught within immersion 
schools. Immersion schools do not just teach Indigenous languages but they use the 
Indigenous languages to combine ‘old’ and ‘new’ knowledge. In Canada they allow 
students to learn the curriculum that encompasses the wider Canadian world as well 
as their Indigenous world (De Korne, 2010; Hendry, 2005). This language revival 
has flowed into other aspects of the community, not just school-age students, and 
there are classes for people of all ages who wish to learn First Nations languages 
(Hendry, 2005). In the Kahnawake programme, the community established a goal 
that within twenty years, eighty per cent of the community were going to be 
bilingual, where one of these was a First Nations language (Hendry, 2005).  
 
In New Zealand education circles, Kaupapa Maori discourse emerged due to the lack 
of space and programmes that promoted Maori cultural aspirations within 
Eurocentric schools (Bishop, 2008; Rata, 2012). Bishop (2008) states that Kaupapa 
Maori became a powerful and coherent philosophy and practice for Maori 
conscientisation, resistance and transformative praxis to advance Maori cultural 
capital and learning outcomes within education and schooling (Rico, 2013). Maori-
medium schools have been a major success with their efforts to address the impacts 
of colonisation (Bishop, 2008).   
  
An important distinction between what is happening in Australia and what is 
happening with Kaupapa Maori, is that in Australia there seems to be a focus on 
‘closing the gap’ which translates into raising the ‘poor’ achievement levels of 
Indigenous students. In New Zealand the focus seems to be on improving the 
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educational levels of all students and consequently educators try to create learning 
contexts that provide students with the tools to become active citizens in democracy 
(Bishop, 2008). To achieve this, students are being immersed in power sharing 
relationships with peers and teachers from a very early age (Bishop, 2008). Within 
these classrooms being Maori is normalised and Maori cultural identities are valued, 
valid and legitimate and Maori students can be themselves (Bishop, 2008). In saying 
this, Bishop (2008) explains that the stereotyping of Maori people must be avoided 
and that there needs to be the valuing and acknowledgement of the multiplicity of 
Maori identities. As such, pedagogy needs to allow children to explore these 
multiplicities. It seems blatantly obvious that the deficit theorising of Indigenous 
students is a major impediment to their schooling achievement and although Bishop 
(2008) was discussing this in relation to Maori students specifically, this is a 
criticism that could be transferred to any Othered students.   
 
Australia, New Zealand, the United States of America and Canada are all settler 
countries that have experienced and are still experiencing the horrors of colonisation. 
How these countries have, and continue to attempt to, overcome the issues with 
schooling that benefits their Indigenous communities is very different and they have 
achieved various levels of success. An important point of difference between these 
countries appears to be how they position and value non-Western knowledges and 
worldviews. The positioning and valuing of non-Western knowledges and 
worldviews has both cultural and educational relevance to this project as it speaks to 
how different aspects within the educational lifeworlds of my participants are 
positioned and valued. It is related to how my participants experienced their 
Indigeneity within formal schooling and how the educative tensions between the 
different parts of their lifeworlds were mediated. I will now examine how non-
Western knowledges and worldviews are positioned and valued. 
 
4.13 The Positioning / Valuing of Non-Western Knowledges / Worldviews 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, rather than the practices in Western 
schooling systems, have been identified as those with the ‘problem’ and this has led 
to the addition of ‘culturally relevant add-on’ programs. This has occurred because 
the alleged problem is with the Indigenous students rather than with the school 
system (Nakata, 2001; Slee, 2011). This practice of ‘adding on’ compensatory or 
culturally relevant educational programs arises from the development discourse that 
positions white, western education as advanced and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students as primitive and in need of white, expert help. 
Many teachers arrive in the classroom with their own values and positions 
and there are often clashes with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students and the students are not achieving. The kids are actually 
achieving, but the teacher does not know how to see and assess their 
achievements (Cahill & Collard, 2003, emphasis added).  
 
This was a feature of Malin’s research when there was a clash between the 
lifeworlds of the school and home. 
The teacher appeared not to recognise the Aboriginal students’ talents, and 
ignorantly perceived their culturally based classroom responses as signs of 
disrespect, defiance and unwillingness to accept the teacher’s role. As a result 
of that teacher’s classroom actions, the students, after only one year in 
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school, were classified as troublemakers, were assessed as being below 
average achievers and had been largely ostracised by their peers (Malin, 
1997).  
 
The skills and abilities of Indigenous students were often misunderstood, deemed 
deviant and punished subtly and then the teacher only responded to what she deemed 
as ‘problem behaviour’ (Groome, 1998; Malin, 1997). The teacher was unable to 
recognise, value or respond to the Indigenous children’s love of learning, their 
resourcefulness and their awareness and concern for their fellow students (Malin, 
1997). It would be interesting to know how the teacher would view these student 
qualities in her non-Indigenous students. Are the qualities themselves the problem, 
or was it that her Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students were exhibiting these 
qualities?   
 
The epistemologies that are valued and privileged within the education system have 
arisen out of the social history of the White race and have ignored the social histories 
of non-White people, particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Hart 
et al., 2012; Scheurich & Young, 1997). When schooling systems and personnel 
ignore and devalue the unique location that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students inhabit within the social world of the school they run the risk of alienating 
and marginalising these students (Groome, 1998; Partington et al., 2001; A. J. 
Taylor, 2011).  
The principal doesn’t respect the Nyoongar people have a culture, she 
doesn’t accept that Aboriginal English is a thing, its just badly written 
[Standard Australian English]. She knows why they do it but doesn’t think – 
she basically thinks what most people think that it’s not a thing, it’s just bad 
English that kids who are behaving in an Aboriginal way are just behaving 
badly, there’s no respect for the way they’re brought up. Because there are so 
many crossovers into poverty and all of that stuff, that’s the way it is 
considered (Partington et al., 2001). 
 
Australian Aboriginal English is a dialect of English and has been recognised as a 
distinct dialect with its own language rules since the late 1960s (Amery & Bourke, 
1998; Horton, 1994a). Despite this, many non-Indigenous people cannot or will not 
acknowledge this fact and instead just fall back upon the deficit discourse and insist 
that it is simply poor English (Sharifian, 2008; A. J. Taylor, 2011). It would be 
significant to discover the number of Indigenous students, particularly in urban 
areas, who receive English as a Second Language (ESL) support where Aboriginal 
English has been recognised as something other than ‘poor’ English. This seems 
particularly important when Butcher (2008) states that it is the first and only 
language for a large number of Aboriginal children. 
 
The Cambridge Anthropological Expedition of 1889 recorded the characteristics of 
the ‘savage mind’ where it compared Torres Strait Islanders and Europeans on a 
broad range of apparently validated scientific tests (Nakata, 2007b). A similar 
process occurs in contemporary times where purportedly objective examinations, 
such as NAPLAN, compare students. It could be argued that what is actually 
happening is that the cultural capital of students is being tested. There has been a 
discourse surrounding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education that positions 
these students as deficient since invasion. What has changed is the context 
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surrounding the apparent deficiency. The discourse remains unchanged in that white, 
middle class actors hold the normative position and Others, for example Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples, hold a deficit position. What appears to have 
changed are the rationalisations for the apparent ‘lack’ of appropriate cultural 
capital. It has moved from a deficit position due to race to a deficit position due to 
environmental and cultural deprivation. Research focuses on what is ‘wrong’ with 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students as they have not benefited from the 
‘normal’ schooling system. There seems to have been an enormous lack of research 
into the interrogation of schooling, or the ideas about what constitutes education and 
knowledge, and then transference from research into action. 
 
Indigenous knowledges, indeed all non-Western cultural ways of knowing and 
being, have been positioned as ‘primitive’ and as an impediment towards the 
enlightened position of modern civilisation, a hindrance in the development process 
(Ford, 2013; Nakata, 2002). Indigenous cultural knowledges and experiences need to 
be recognised and given the same value as non-Indigenous knowledge (Chilisa, 
2012; R. Taylor, 2003). Within educational systems, and indeed within wider 
society, it needs to be acknowledged that the Occidental worldview is just that: a 
view of the world and not an objective reality. The Australian schooling systems 
continue to present inauthentic Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledge 
systems or a diminished understanding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. There continues to be a representation of ‘primitive natives’ without a 
history to Australian students (Kerwin, 2011).   
 
Nakata (2001) points out that ‘experts’ continue to identify the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander problem as lack and still provide solutions on the behalf of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Hart, 2003). Dominant discourses 
within social agencies and organisations, such as schooling systems, are underpinned 
by accepted knowledge and regimes of truth (Freshwater, Cahill, Walsh, & Muncey, 
2010). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education is underpinned by the deficit 
and development discourse, which is why there is a focus on compensatory 
programs, as if there is a need to ‘add’ white cultural knowledge to the ‘lacking’ 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. It is much easier to explain the 
purported ‘educational’ failure of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students by 
looking at something internal to those students, rather than to the culture of 
schooling (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Whiteness, as a silent and subversive act, 
abnormalises that which is not white and as a result it is easy to understand that 
Indigenous students within these settings may grow up with a sense of misfit (Du 
Bois, 1903; Pillay, 2011).   
 
The valuing or positioning of non-western knowledges or worldviews, as something 
less than or below that, of western knowledges or worldviews is something that does 
not just happen within the curriculum and practices of the schooling systems. Higher 
education continues to privilege western, scientific knowledges over everything else. 
According to Mohanty (1994), the traditional production of knowledge often situates 
Othered peoples’ histories and experiences as deviant, marginalised and inessential 
to the acquisition of knowledge (Chilisa, 2012; McGovern, 2013). This process has 
happened systematically in disciplines and pedagogies and there is an immediate and 
vital need to decolonise these. The decolonisation of these educational practices 
requires revolution on a number of levels both within and outside the academy (Hart 
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et al., 2012; Mohanty, 1994). Curricular and pedagogical changes need to be 
accompanied by genuine change within the culture of the academy, as well as 
significant changes in how the academy and other state and civil institutions relate 
(Mohanty, 1994). Mohanty (1994) argues that decolonising the pedagogical practices 
requires the different logics of cultures, as located within asymmetrical power 
relations, and that culture, particularly academic culture, as a terrain of struggle.  
 
“All of the epistemologies currently legitimated in education arise exclusively out of 
the social history of the White race” (Hart, 2003; Scheurich & Young, 1997). They 
do not arise out of the histories of non-white peoples (Chilisa, 2012; Pillay, 2011). 
‘Mainstream’ scholarship can be read as White scholarship, which is apparently not 
race oriented (Hart, 2003; Pillay, 2011). ‘Mainstream’ scholarship is so heavily 
enmeshed within Whiteness that many engaged in mainstream scholarship cannot 
acknowledge that all scholarship is embedded within race. According to Pillay 
(2011) race should be the point from which we engage in intellectual activism and 
scholarship and not the point of intellectual engagement. 
 
Kincheloe and Steinberg (2008) propose that educators, and indeed all people, need 
to embrace a critical multilogicality where people learn to view all dimensions of 
phenomena from multiple reference points. This clearly moves in direct opposition 
to current “educational and epistemological colonialism” (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 
2008, p. 135) where Indigenous knowledges are being demonised and oppressed. 
Critical multilogicality stresses the importance of the concept that all identities are 
historically produced, that the context from which someone observes a phenomenon 
will influence what he or she sees, and that these different frames of reference will 
produce different interpretations and realities (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008; 
Leistyna, 1999). This appreciation of difference and the valuing of different 
worldviews is absent from formal education in Australia where there is a push 
towards standardisation, for example, with the hysteria surrounding NAPLAN 
results and the My School website (Australian Curriculum Assessment and 
Reporting Authority, 2014). In this context a particular standpoint, that of Western 
knowledges and the fantasy of objectivity and neutrality, is privileged and 
Indigenous knowledges have become ‘subjugated knowledges’ (Kincheloe & 
Steinberg, 2008; Moreton-Robinson, 2004; Y. Thomas, Gray, & McGinty, 2011). 
Kincheloe and Steinberg (2008) point out that the journey towards the belief that 
Western science is not the only legitimate way to produce knowledge and that the 
valuing and inclusion of Indigenous knowledges will not be an easy task but one that 
has many important benefits, such as promoting rethinking of the purposes of 
education; focusing attention on the ways that knowledge is produced and 
legitimated; the inclusion of just and inclusive academic spheres and new levels of 
insight (Simonds & Christopher, 2013).  
 
This attitude towards non-Western knowledges and worldviews seems to have 
influenced some of the experiences with formal schooling that my participants have 
had. It is because of these experiences that it was important to situate the stories of 
my participants within a wider understanding of this issue. Once non-white 
knowledges are embraced within schooling systems and wider society the cultural 
interface may become a positive site rather than a place of struggle that requires 
constant negotiation. The cultural interface as a framework for understanding the 
educational lifeworlds of many Indigenous students is what I will examine now. 
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4.14 Schooling and Identities 
Identity is complex and multidimensional and always in the process of being made 
and remade. It is comprised of a plethora of axes, which are constantly being 
foregrounded or eclipsed depending on the social climate or encounter that an 
individual is participating in. Schooling experiences and achievements and one’s 
identity are inextricably intertwined. One’s identity contributes to the schooling 
experiences one has and often the achievements that are attained, and these same 
experiences and achievements can contribute to one’s identity in a clearly recursive 
process. The ideas found within Orientalism (Said, 2003) and cultural imperialism as 
oppression (Young, 1990) can be transplanted into an understanding of the ways in 
which identity is experienced and performed within formal educational institutions. 
Numerous ‘objective’, allegedly value-free and ‘educationally sound’ practices such 
as intelligence testing, ability grouping and the fiction of meritocracy have had an 
enormous impact upon student identity formation. According to Murrell (1999, p. 4) 
students are constantly in the process of reinvention and rediscovery through 
interactions with social structures, in particular their peer groups and institutionally 
demarcated roles, values and ideologies. This process can be even more complex for 
students who are Othered as they attempt to navigate the contradictory messages of 
the educational institution (Queensland Historical Society, 1935). As Queensland 
Historical Society (1935) found in their research, ability groupings had strong racial 
overtones with the most demanding classes almost entirely white and as a result 
these educational practices resulted in a de-facto school segregation. The formation 
of racial identities for Othered students is a balancing act between self-definition and 
social acceptance all within the realm of an institutionalised discourse that positions 
non-White students as educationally incapable (Queensland Historical Society, 
1935). This deceitful discourse and the practices and policies derived from it are 
internalised by such students, further impacting upon their identify formation and 
influencing how they engage with learning, schooling and ideas about their abilities 
and potentials. Robinson (1999, p. 93) warns that “the inability to celebrate one’s 
own culture and to practice it with others considered to be culturally similar can 
threaten positive racial identity development and the formation of strategies to cope 
with racism”. This can be seen within the lives of many of the participants within 
this project.  
 
Having a family that supports children embracing a strong Aboriginal culture and 
identity can be a protective factor against Euro-centric educational institutions that 
perpetuate the racial order, although a combination of teachers who have low 
expectations of Indigenous students, the invisibility of Indigenous knowledges and 
histories within curriculum and stereotypical expectations of both non-Indigenous 
and Indigenous students can obstruct the development of a positive Indigenous 
identity. Aboriginal identity was one of the themes that emerged from the data and it 
is explored in greater depth in the analysis chapters. A student’s understanding of 
and confidence in their Indigenous identity is something that connects with how 
people traverse the cultural interface and that is what will be explored now. 
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5. THE CULTURAL INTERFACE AS THE SITE OF EDUCATIONAL 
LIFEWORLDS FOR ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER 
STUDENTS 
The ‘cultural interface’ exists at the intersection of Indigenous and Western 
epistemological domains (Nakata, 2002; Y. Thomas et al., 2011). The lifeworld of 
many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is comprised of aspects of 
traditional forms and ways of knowing, as well as Western ways. This combination 
informs how they think and act, and this blend becomes a complex intersection and 
often a site of confusion (Nakata, 2002, 2007a). The cultural interface is a place 
where boundaries are not always clear and where cultural tensions are ever present 
and require negotiation (Hart et al., 2012; R. Taylor, 2003). 
 
Non-Aboriginal and non-Torres Strait Islander people live in a largely parallel world 
to the cultural interface that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples inhabit. 
Most schools continue to reside on the non-Aboriginal and non-Torres Strait Islander 
side and this means that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students have to “cross 
over” into a culturally and linguistically unfamiliar territory each morning and then 
“cross back” each afternoon (Cahill & Collard, 2003). Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples navigate these intersecting discourses on a daily basis, responding, 
interacting, making decisions, taking positions and in the process re-making cultures: 
ways of knowing, being and acting (Nakata, 2002).  
 
According to Kerwin (2011), Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students learn a 
two-way pedagogy and must engage in bilingual and bicultural education to succeed 
in the dominant educational sites. But as Kerwin (2011) explains, Aboriginal 
epistemology and ontology are not valued or acknowledged within the dominant 
learning environment. Malin (1997) states that her research found that the skills and 
characteristics which were valued or merely considered normal at home became 
irrelevant or disabling in school because of the difference in cultural capital between 
the school and home (Hart et al., 2012; Jorgensen, 2012). It is important to note that 
there is heterogeneity amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and 
communities, as there is in non-Indigenous families and communities. Malin (1997) 
found that the two most noticeable differences in the cultural orientation of the 
Aboriginal and Anglo families studied was the importance that Aboriginal families 
placed on developing children who were independent and self-sufficient (Jorgensen, 
2012; A. J. Taylor, 2011), whilst Anglo families valued correctness in dress, 
manners and hygiene. The autonomy and self-sufficiency of Aboriginal children 
meant that they learnt through observation or asked for help from older siblings 
rather than depend on parental guidance and they did not dwell on minor injuries or 
upsets and learnt to resolve their own disputes (Malin, 1997). I acknowledge that not 
all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families will exhibit or value these qualities, 
as much as these qualities are not necessarily devalued or absent from non-
Indigenous families, but these qualities of independence and self-sufficiency came 
into direct conflict with classroom values such as dependence upon the teacher for 
supervision and monitoring (Groome, 1998; Malin, 1997; A. J. Taylor, 2011). 
 
The journey that has resulted in many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
arriving on the bottom rung of the formal schooling ladder began with the invasion 
of Australia. At this time Indigenous peoples, and their complex social and 
educational systems were rendered invisible and considered worthless. Since then, 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have been subjected to numerous 
government policies and practices that have had an enormously detrimental impact 
upon various aspects of their educational lifeworlds, including formal schooling, 
families and Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing. Policies of segregation 
resulted in many Indigenous students not receiving schooling that was of a similar 
standard to that of non-Indigenous students. Then there were policies of integration 
and assimilation where the aim was to ‘compensate’ for the many things that 
Indigenous students ‘lacked’. During this time the discourse of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander education, the idea that Indigenous people were educationally 
incapable influenced the policies and practices that oppressed Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples within the formal schooling systems. Whilst this was 
occurring there were other government policies and practices that were affecting 
other aspects of Indigenous Australians’ educational lifeworlds. The practice of 
removing Indigenous children from their families and communities had a devastating 
impact upon Indigenous languages, knowledges and ways of knowing and was an 
overt attempt to rid Australia of Indigenous ontologies, epistemologies and 
cosmologies. Despite the many attempts that have been made to make Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples more like White people, there has been much 
resistance. Today, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples inhabit 
complex educational lifeworlds but this complexity is ignored both by formal 
schooling systems and large portions of the dominant society.  
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CHAPTER 4. 
METHODOLOGY 
	  	  
INTRODUCTION 
This chapter examines the research process within this project. It considers how this 
project is situated within the research paradigm and then explores the specific planks 
of data collection, and encompasses the reasons behind why specific choices were 
made with regard to this particular project. It is important to identify that this was a 
qualitative research project framed within the critical research tradition. The project 
utilised phenomenology as a way of understanding the human experiences of 
participants. Bricolage was employed as a means to understand the complexity of the 
research phenomenon and as a way of incorporating multiple data collection 
techniques. Ethnography and in particular critical ethnography guided my 
interactions with my participants. Photo elicitation, learning conversations, life 
history and observation were the specific data collection techniques that were used in 
the project. All of these concepts were drawn into this project as they reflected my 
understanding about research and the world. They reflected and supported the idea 
that coming to understand people’s lived experiences is a complex act that requires a 
number of different lenses and a partial understanding will only ever be possible. 
Despite acknowledging that a complete understanding will never be achievable it is 
still important to engage in rigorous research practices to uncover the most 
comprehensive understanding that is possible. Understandings regarding the same 
phenomenon will vary amongst people because of their own personal identities and 
histories, which influence how we see and understand. Connecting these 
understandings is the belief that research, particularly when concerned with human 
activity, cannot be objective or value free but it should be rigorous and transparent. I 
believe that research is a political activity and one that should work for social justice. 
All of these concepts and how they connect to this project will be explored in greater 
depth in this chapter. 
 
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 
As Shields (2012) states, in research one must be explicit in naming the position that 
one starts from, as there are multiple perspectives and not everyone sees the world in 
the same way. For instance, some people have never noticed the inequality that 
surrounds them. For this reason I am specifying that this project sits firmly within a 
critical qualitative research framework. As Denzin and Lincoln (2005) see things, we 
are currently inhabiting the eighth moment in qualitative research and this is 
concerned with the humanities becoming sites for critical conversations regarding 
race, gender, class, community, democracy, nation-states and freedom. As a critical, 
qualitative project that aims to explore multiple and competing perspectives and 
ideologies, identify under-represented voices and disrupt commonly accepted 
‘truths’, this project must be judged by different standards rather than those that 
accompany traditional, positivist studies (Marshall, 1985). 
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There is a long history of interconnectedness between research and colonisation and 
this includes qualitative research and ethnography. The term ‘research’ is linked to 
European imperialism and the worst excesses of colonialism (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005; Geia et al., 2013; L. T. Smith, 1999; West et al., 2012). Throughout history 
Indigenous peoples and their knowledges were collected, classified and represented 
to the West and back to the Indigenous peoples themselves (Burnette et al., 2011; 
Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Simonds & Christopher, 2013). Colonising nations relied 
upon qualitative research, particularly anthropology and sociology, to produce 
knowledge about ‘exotic’ places (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The Chicago School of 
the 1920s and 1930s established the value of qualitative inquiry within the realm of 
human interactions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). By the 1960s an enormous divide 
between qualitative and quantitative research had erupted. Quantitative research has 
been represented as the apex of research paradigms within educational research. 
Now that we are in the eighth moment of qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005), one where the focus is upon “critical conversations”, we have moved beyond 
the need for me to defend why I have chosen qualitative research as the paradigm 
from which to work and it is widely accepted that qualitative research is a valid and 
rigorous research paradigm. Some scholars suggest that qualitative research is the 
only viable choice to study human activity that cannot be reduced to quantifiable 
variables. As a researcher with critical sensibilities I reject the valuing of 
quantitative, positivist methods and assumptions, as the pinnacle of research 
methods.  
 
In stating that this project was embedded within qualitative research I have included 
a number of ideals that I and this project operated within, such as rejecting the 
reduction of complex human interactions to variables; using research as a means to 
illuminate often hidden and invisible inequalities and inequities; and using research 
as a way of trying to rectify these issues with power. I do not believe that 
quantitative research and methods that reduce intricate human and social 
phenomenon into quasi-scientific and mathematical equations is a worthwhile or 
desirable aim. I do not believe that any research can be (or should be) objective or 
neutral, as I believe that all research is a political act.  
 
CRITICAL RESEARCH 
I have previously discussed critical research (see pages 7 - 9) and its links to social 
theory and its ontological, epistemological and methodological implications. As 
such, in keeping with the expectations of criticality, the methodology that frames this 
project supports the idea that research is not a neutral, value-free pursuit. This 
project does not pretend to be an objective piece of research, rather it is a political 
piece that is looking to seek an advocacy role for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students who have been Othered within Australia’s educational systems. 
This in turn has influenced the methods that have been drawn into the bricolage 
(Kincheloe, 2005; Kincheloe et al., 2012) (see pages 61 - 63).  
 
I am not working from an Indigenous perspective- this is almost impossible due to 
my position as a white researcher- and as hard as I try there will always be some 
knowledges and ways of knowing that I cannot access. In saying this though I am 
not working from a purely white, western way of working and as such I am living 
and researching betwixt and between these two worlds. Critical research is reflected 
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in all aspects of this project from the reasons I began this project and my career as an 
emerging academic, to the use of bricolage and all the methods it has encompassed, 
to the ways that I hope to disseminate the findings. My hope for this project was to 
disrupt the discourse that positions Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students as 
educationally incapable and to demonstrate the complex educational lifeworlds that 
they inhabit and consequently contribute to changing the status quo of education in 
Australia. As such this piece is not merely descriptive.  
 
PHENOMENOLOGY 
This project attempted to understand the lived experiences of my participants and 
consequently it could be categorised as phenomenological research. Like many 
features of the ‘technical’ aspects of this thesis, it is difficult to provide a solid, 
objective definition of phenomenology. Phenomenology is a philosophy, which is 
focused upon ‘essences’ and as such seeks “to ascertain ‘cognitions of essences’ and 
no matter of fact whatsoever” (Husserl, 1982, p. XX). The philosophers Edmund 
Husserl and Martin Heidegger were fundamental in the development of 
phenomenology. Lyotard (1986, p. 31) explains that Husserl’s phenomenology 
developed during the “crisis of subjectivity and irrationalism at the end of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries”. 
 
According to Curtis (1978, p. xiii) despite certain divergences on some major issues 
within phenomenology, there are some collective, distinguishing features of this 
philosophical viewpoint: 
• A belief in the importance, and in a sense the primacy, of subjective 
consciousness; 
• An understanding of consciousness as active, as meaning-bestowing; 
• A claim that certain essential structures to consciousness of which we gain 
direct knowledge by a certain kind of reflection. 
 
Consciousness assumes an external world to be conscious of and the external world 
as it reveals itself to us requires consciousness (Burnette et al., 2011; Curtis, 1978, p. 
xiii). Phenomenology is also a research method and one that is widely used to 
explore people’s lifeworlds. This methodology asserts that individuals are as unique 
as their life stories (Miles, Francis, Chapman, & Taylor, 2013). According to 
Mtapuri and Mazengwa (2013) it is critical for the researcher to capture and describe 
how people experience a phenomenon (Nicol, 2014). Burnette et al. (2011) explain 
that phenomenology can uncover universal experiences across people as well as 
highlight unique experiences for individuals and they state that the approach hopes 
to illuminate the lived experiences of a particular group of people. 
 
Phenomenology connects with this project in a number of ways. Firstly, 
phenomenology does not conceive that human experience and consciousness can be 
understood from an allegedly objective, ‘scientific’ perspective. It also provides a 
structure through which we can understand lifeworlds. Phenomenology connects 
with understanding lifeworlds through narratives and as such it has been suggested 
that the focus on orality and narratives makes phenomenology an appropriate method 
to be used with Indigenous peoples (Burnette et al., 2011). This project follows the 
idea in Heideggerian phenomenology that the researchers’ previous experiences are 
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essential to their interpretation and understanding because they are inextricably 
intertwined in their contexts (Hyde, 2005; Miles et al., 2013). Phenomenology 
privileges multiple ways of knowing about a phenomenon and allows for deeper 
explorations and deeper telling of lived experiences (Miles et al., 2013). 
 
BRICOLAGE 
As with critical research and phenomenology there is no fixed or final definition that 
can be applied to bricolage. Bricolage promotes and one could say is, elasticity 
(Kincheloe et al., 2012). According to Kincheloe et al. (2012) the developing 
hybridity within the realm of critical analysis has led to the emergence of bricolage. 
Bricolage speaks to the blurring of boundaries that is common amongst 
contemporary critical research. Levi-Strauss (1966) provides a comprehensive 
discussion regarding bricolage and the bricoleur in The Savage Mind where he likens 
a bricoleur to a handyperson who has a set of tools who “makes do with ‘whatever is 
at hand’” (p.17). The epistemology of complexity is where bricolage is derived from 
(Kincheloe et al., 2012). This complexity acknowledges the intricacies of the lived 
world and the complications of power (Kincheloe et al., 2012). According to 
Kincheloe et al. (2012), the task of the bricoleur is to attack this complexity by 
uncovering the invisible artefacts of power and culture, by making the invisible 
visible (Tam, 2013). The way that bricoleurs enable this illumination is to be an 
active participant with the construction of methods from all available tools rather 
than to merely employ the “correct” (one may read ‘easy’) universally acceptable, 
methodologies (Cartmel, Macfarlane, & Nolan, 2013; Kincheloe et al., 2012). 
Kincheloe (2005, p. 327) expands on one of the central epistemological and 
ontological assumptions of the bricolage: “The domains of the physical, the social, 
the cultural, the psychological and the educational consist of the interplay of a wide 
variety of entities – thus, the complexity and the need for multiple ways of seeing 
advocated by the bricoleurs”.  
 
This acceptance of complexity within the social world and as something that is 
central to the research task requires the researcher to develop thick descriptions that 
avoid the reductionism of describing the ‘functional role’ of the individual 
(Kincheloe, 2005). According to Kincheloe (2005, pp. 328-330) complexity is 
embedded in notions of : 
• Explicate and implicate orders of reality – bricoleurs must search for the 
implicate orders as a process often hidden from researchers. 
• The questioning of universalism – not all research findings are able to be (or 
should be) generalised to a universal level and as such contextualisation 
needs to be engaged with. 
• Polysemy – words and phrases mean different things to different people at 
different times so it becomes essential to acknowledge this complexity within 
interpretation.  
• The living process in which cultural entities are situated – rather than 
viewing an object of study in a particular stage of its development it becomes 
essential to transcend that and view the process of which the phenomenon is 
a part. 
• The ontology of relationships and connections – the relatedness between 
relationships and connections is a complex process, which possesses 
properties that we are only beginning to understand. 
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• Intersecting contexts – there will always be another way in which to view an 
object of study. The infinite ways in which contexts intersect means that our 
viewing and understanding will never be complete.   
• Multiple epistemologies – diverse peoples over different time periods 
develop diverse epistemologies. Bricoleurs will appreciate multiple 
epistemologies and use this appreciation to expand and develop their research 
process and production. 
• Intertextuality – the complicated relationship that connects texts with each 
other.  
• Discursive construction – knowledge production occurs within a space that is 
ruled by discursive rules and practices that dictate what can and cannot be 
said, who must speak and who must listen, what is considered valid and 
invalid knowledges and who can write and speak about particular topics. 
• The interpretative aspect of all knowledge – research and knowledge 
production is based upon interpretation rather than ‘facts’. 
• The fictive dimension of research findings – all research findings are partial 
and subjective and based upon numerous intersecting elements including the 
researcher’s histories and ways of seeing and consequently they are no 
simple ‘truths’. Instead research findings include fictive elements. 
• The cultural assumptions within all research methods – research and 
knowledge production is a socially constructed activity that reflects the social, 
historical and political period in which it is transpiring 
• The relationship between power and knowledge – Power and knowledge 
work together in a complex multifaceted manner to promote certain research 
projects, methods and ways of seeing and to block or repress research and 
knowledges which do not fit with the approved agenda. 
 
The task of working within the bricolage demands that researchers become acutely 
aware of the Self and the numerous contexts in which they are working (Kincheloe, 
2005). As has been discussed previously, the relationship between the lenses that a 
researcher wears and the researcher’s social location of their personal history is 
paramount to the research process and it is something that is highlighted in the 
bricolage (Kincheloe, 2005). 
 
Bricolage fits within my project as it was of an emergent design that provided a 
responsive approach to methodology. Bricoleurs are “methodological negotiators” 
and in this way they are active agents rather than passive vessels within the realm of 
research methods (Kincheloe et al., 2012). Bricolage promotes and requires the 
utilisation of multiple perspectives and lenses to expand the research process, to 
imagine the unimaginable and to prevent the production of reductionist knowledge 
(Cartmel et al., 2013; Kincheloe et al., 2012; Selkrig, 2014). Although working 
within the bricolage is an attempt to move away from the partiality of scientific 
research, there is also the acknowledgement that this widened view is still unable to 
present the ‘grand narrative’, as all research is fractional and incomplete (Steinberg, 
2012). Horton (1996) explores two of the advantages that working within the 
bricolage afforded me, mainly an escape from the limitations of a single method and 
the insight to avoid complicity in colonised knowledge production. Detractors of 
bricolage caution that there is also the possibility that this widened methodological 
repertoire could produce quite a superficial, disjointed approach if the research was 
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undertaken via a multitude of different research strategies (Horton, 1996). There is 
the need for the researcher to be both adept at multiple methods and in weaving them 
seamlessly together to avoid disconnection. These critiques of bricolage were 
avoided here because the bricolage was not particularly wide within this project and 
I was familiar with the techniques employed from previous research work, including 
my Honours project and other academic research projects. Within this project 
ethnography provides the methodological framework and the methods that are drawn 
into the bricolage are life history, autodriven and researcher-driven photo elicitation. 
There seems to be a synchronicity between the bricolage and my attempt to break 
from my one-dimensional thinking and embrace the three-dimensionality of 
Indigenous worldviews. I have attempted to embrace the multiplicities and 
complexities present in both Indigenous worldviews and bricolage rather than rigidly 
adhere to a single research practice and frame of reference. 
 
ETHNOGRAPHY 
Ethnography encompasses the collection and/or the production of a broad range of 
data on the various dimensions and layers of what is being studied (Fetterman, 2010; 
Meo, 2010; Tedlock, 2000). It contains “research design, fieldwork, various methods 
of inquiry to produce historically, politically, personally situated accounts, 
descriptions, interpretations and representations of human lives” (Ormston, Spencer, 
Barnard, & Snape, 2014; Tedlock, 2000, p. 455). Ethnography traditionally sat 
within the formal discipline of anthropology but is now used widely within cultural 
studies, education, social psychology, criminology and sociology (Tedlock, 2000). 
Many different strands of ethnography have developed over the last two centuries 
and some ethnographers, for example, McLaren (1986) and Osborne (2001) have 
challenged the oppressive Eurocentric focus of traditional ethnographies.  
 
Within this project ethnography has not been reduced to bullet points addressing data 
collection techniques. Instead it has been a way of considering and examining the 
educational lifeworlds of my participants. Consequently, an array of data collection 
methods has been employed for the collection of rich data. Hammersley and 
Atkinson (1995) support the use of multimethods as an essential aspect of the 
ethnographic gaze (C. M. Nicholls, Mills, & Kotecha, 2014). Pink (2007) states that 
ethnography is a particular approach to experiencing, interpreting and representing 
culture that is based on the ethnographer’s own subjectivities and consequently does 
not claim to produce an ‘objective’ or ‘truthful’ account of ‘reality’. It seems 
improbable that any methodology could ever produce an ‘objective’ or ‘truthful’ 
account of reality. This aligns with the interpretivist philosophy that this project 
adheres to. Instead the aim is to offer a version of the ethnographer’s experience of 
reality that is as faithful to the context, negotiations and intersubjectivities through 
which the ethnographic knowledge was produced (Pink, 2007).  
 
Ethnography has a long history. It has been used for over two centuries where 
anthropologists used ethnocentric methods to collect and analyse data about the 
exotic Other to justify their colonisation efforts (Clair, 2003; Tedlock, 2000). 
Malinowski enshrined fieldwork as the central element of ethnography and the goal 
became to understand the “natives’ point of view” (Tedlock, 2000). There was the 
expectation that participant observation would lead to understanding through 
ethnographers learning to see, think, feel and behave as insiders (Tedlock, 2000). 
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During the early years of ethnography it was believed that a researcher could observe 
people and societies without having an impact on what and whom they were 
studying. The position was that the ethnographer would maintain a polite distance 
from those they studied and “cultivate rapport not friendship; compassion not 
sympathy; respect not belief; understanding not identification; admiration not love or 
one would run the risk of complete membership or going native” (Adler & Adler, 
1987). According to Tedlock (2000), the method of participant observation studied 
small and relatively homogenous communities and the researcher lived in the 
community for periods of time, learnt the language, the culture, participated in daily 
life and observed (van Maanen, 2011). This method embodied the contradiction that 
ethnographers could both be involved and detached concurrently (Tedlock, 2000). It 
was assumed that ethnographers were able to produce data from their participants’ 
viewpoint by both engaging with participants and being dispassionate observers 
(Tedlock, 2000). This naïve presumption about the ability of a researcher to be able 
to participate in a study and not have any influence over the participants, to be able 
to separate oneself as a researcher from the research and the capability to be able to 
give a ‘true’ representation of any other person’s standpoint has changed. 
 
These ideas were challenged because of ideas surrounding the split between 
epistemology and values and the inclusion of a number of peoples who were 
previously excluded from ethnography. As a result of a wider diversity of peoples, 
such as people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, women and homosexuals 
utilising ethnography, the democratisation of knowledge has been stimulated. It has 
become acknowledged that the researcher’s subjectivities will have a direct influence 
upon the research and that the class, race, cultures, gender, beliefs and behaviours of 
the researcher be placed within the same historical moment and critical plane as 
those of the participants (Tedlock, 2000). Researchers have become aware that their 
presence will have an impact upon what they study and that research is not an 
objective, value-free process. Rather, all of the decisions made and data collected are 
subjective and it is because of this that ethnographers need to write themselves into 
the research process.  
 
There has been the shift from participant observation to observation of the 
participant and this is where the ethnographer both experiences and observes their 
own and others’ participation (Tedlock, 2000). There has been a shift in gaze and 
representation which has been enormously transformative and as a result the 
ethnographer can now present both Self and Other within a single ethnographic 
dialogue (Tedlock, 2000). Whilst the acknowledgement of subjectivity has become 
an important realisation within qualitative research but more specifically 
ethnography, positionality has become an essential component for critical 
ethnography. It is not enough to simply describe and weave the subjectivities of the 
researcher into the project but as critical ethnographers it becomes essential to 
critique how our “subjectivity reflects upon its own power position, choices and 
effects (Madison, 2005, p. 8). 
 
As Hickey and Austin (2008) state, “Ethnography is about looking at the cultural 
milieu in an effort to try and explain how the cultural logic of that milieu works”. It 
aims to discover motivations, values and beliefs from within the group and from the 
perspective of a group member (Woods, 1986). Ethnographic research works with 
rich descriptive data, and provides a means of understanding how participants 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
65	  
interpret their world (Goldbart & Hustler, 2005; Osborne, 2001). The use of 
ethnographic techniques, such as spending extended periods of time collecting data, 
enabled me to build more trusting relationships with the primary participants so that 
culturally respectful research could be undertaken and the participants’ voices heard.  
 
Critical Ethnography 
This project has been influenced by my support and passion for critical theory and as 
a result is framed as a critical ethnography and will follow works such as Carspecken 
(1996); Shadduck-Hernandez (2006) and McLaren (2000). Critical ethnography is 
the application of critical social theory (Madison, 2005; Tavakoli & Sadeghi, 2011; 
Vandenberg & Hall, 2011).  Critical social theory arises from a tradition of 
“intellectual rebellion” that includes ideas that challenge the status quo and unequal 
power structures (Tavakoli & Sadeghi, 2011; J. Thomas, 1993, p. 18; Vandenberg & 
Hall, 2011).  “Critical ethnography stems from the ethical responsibility to address 
processes of unfairness or injustice from a particular lived domain (Madison, 2005, 
p. 5).  It is due to the fact that all the choices made within this ethnography reflect 
the (critical) values and morals of the researcher, that this project is a critical 
ethnography.   
 
Critical ethnography is ethnography that is concerned with social inequalities and the 
work is attempting to engage in positive social change (Carspecken, 1996, p. 3; 
Madison, 2005). It delves below surfaces and moves from mere description to 
contributing towards changing conditions towards greater equity (Madison, 2005, p. 
5). Critical ethnography is unashamedly political. But critical ethnography needs to 
pair politics with self-reflection (Madison, 2005; Vandenberg & Hall, 2011). 
“Critical ethnographers must explicitly consider how their own acts of studying and 
representing people and situations are acts of domination even as critical 
ethnographers reveal the same in what they study” (Noblit, Flores, & Murillo, 2004, 
p. 3).  We need to acknowledge our own power, bias and privilege while we are 
condemning those that surround our participants (Madison, 2005).  The works 
typically engaged with, through critical ethnography, examine social issues such as 
power, culture and race. Critical ethnography has the potential to capitalise on the 
richness of cultural backgrounds through the joint construction of knowledge 
(Trueba & McLaren, 2000).  
 
As many critical educators have acknowledged, most education systems give 
preference to individuals from the dominant social groups (Shadduck-Hernandez, 
2006, p. 76). The participants in this project inhabit many positions from 
marginalised social groups, but most importantly to this project was that they were 
all Aboriginal students. This was essential as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students are the one of the most collectively disadvantaged students within Australia 
(Song, Perry, & McConney, 2014). The intention behind this project was to examine 
the educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal students as a way to come to better 
understand and appreciate this complex space that is often ignored within schooling 
systems. I wanted this project to contribute to changing Australian educational 
systems for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students or indeed any Othered 
students who do not fit the tight mould required for “success” within this domain.  
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Ethnography Within This Project 
Within this project I have used ethnography as a means to come to understand the 
educational lifeworlds of a group of Aboriginal males. I have done this by spending 
time with the participants, in sites of significance to their educational lifeworld and 
providing them an opportunity for their standpoint to be seen and heard.  
 
I spent time getting to know the participants and developing relationships with them 
before we started collecting any data. Will and Bart both attended a drop-in centre 
where I spent time just chatting to the various people who attend the centre, playing 
games with toddlers and puppies. Will and Bart were both minors and I met them 
and their parents at the centre. After a few visits the Director of the centre suggested 
to the boys and their parents that they may like to think about participating in the 
project. The Director helped broker relationships with the boys and their parents and 
gave support and credibility to the project. I spoke with the boys and then their 
parents about what would be involved and everyone was happy to be included.  
 
I got to know another participant because we both worked in the same section of the 
University. He was a Student Relationship Officer in the Indigenous Support Centre 
at the university and I taught within the Centre. Walter heard about my project and 
offered to be a part of it. I also met Leo through my work at the Centre, as his mother 
was one of the professional staff and he often spent time there, after school. I met 
David through the university’s Indigenous mentoring programme Dream Aspire 
Reach Experience (DARE) that was being run through a local high school. He was a 
mentor within this project and I was connecting into the project as a way to find 
participants. The mentoring project had a number of issues, and it was very unusual 
for any of the participating students to attend. This enabled David and I to talk and 
start to develop a relationship, so when I asked if he would participate he readily 
agreed.  
 
The relationships that I developed with my participants meant that we often met and 
interacted on sites of significance to their educational lifeworld, such as the drop-in 
centre, their homes, the university or school, before we even started the formal 
process of data collection. The various sites reflect the different components of their 
educational lifeworlds. The sites were chosen as places that were most comfortable 
and convenient for the participants. Most of my learning conversations with Will 
were held at the drop-in centre where we could go outside or into the lounge with 
relative privacy. It was notable that Will became very uncomfortable when we met at 
his house and many members of his family could hear our conversation. Bart, Nick 
(Bart’s father) and I met at their house and this was a very safe and comfortable 
place to talk and allowed Nick to show photographs from his personal collection that 
supported their stories. Leo and I met at the Indigenous support centre and this was a 
site where he spent lots of time and broadened his cultural learning. I met David and 
Walter at the Indigenous support centre and also at David’s school (his place of 
employment) and these were sites where both David and Walter felt comfortable and 
at ease. It was important to meet in places the participants’ chose and where they and 
felt relaxed, so that our learning conversations could generate useful data. 
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LIFE HISTORY 
Life history opens up opportunities to explore the essence of identity, participants’ 
place in the world and the purpose and meaning of it all (Goodson & Sikes, 2001; 
Page, 2014). It has the ability to present evidence to illustrate how individuals 
negotiate their identities and consequently experience, create and make sense of the 
social world (Goodson & Sikes, 2001; Inman, 2013). The goal of life history 
methodologies in the postmodern era is to disrupt the omnipresence of the 
metanarratives surrounding the rules of truth, legitimacy and identity and enable 
societies to recognise the individuals and groups that have been omitted from the 
official version of history (Inman, 2013; Tierney, 2000). Life history acknowledges 
and values the subjectivities of their participants and the research process.  
 
It is a qualitative, ethnographic field research method that provides a practical and 
holistic approach for the delicate collection of personal narratives and can be used 
for either ideographic or nomothetic purposes (Atkinson, 2007). When using life 
history, researchers are searching for the identity one assumes, the important 
interpersonal and social relationships one has formed and a sense of the participant’s 
worldview in their own words (Atkinson, 2007; Page, 2014).  
 
Life history was first used by anthropologists in the early twentieth century and since 
then its popularity has experienced highs and lows depending on what was 
happening within the wider world of qualitative research and what was considered 
‘proper’ research data (Germeten, 2013; Goodson & Sikes, 2001). According to 
Tedlock (2000) life history, as one of the many potential ethnographic 
representations, began with The Polish Peasant in Europe and America (W. Thomas 
& Znaniecki, 1918) and Crashing Thunder (Radin, 1926).  Currently, life history is 
experiencing a resurgence due to a focus on acknowledging the subjective, multiple 
and partial nature of human experience (Munro, 1998). 
 
Life history is a very potent research method because it disrupts normal assumptions 
about what is ‘known’ and knowable by academics, by allowing responses to 
questions to be captured and represented from the participants’ perspective. 
According to Atkinson (2007) life histories provide a way to capture and narrate the 
inner life of participants and offer the hidden glimpses into the unique human 
qualities and characteristics that make everyone so fascinating. In this project, the 
aim was to begin to understand education from the perspectives of Aboriginal 
students. Life history was used in this project because it acknowledges the critical 
interactive relationship between individuals’ lives, their perceptions and experiences 
and the historical and social contexts of events (Germeten, 2013; Goodson & Sikes, 
2001). Life history is a narrative inquiry methodology that fits well with the orality 
of Aboriginal cultures. This meant that the learning conversations about the 
participants’ life histories connected to a culturally appropriate data collection 
method. Within this project I compiled aspects of life histories from each participant 
and the participants appeared quite comfortable with engaging in learning 
conversations with me about their life histories. As a white researcher it was 
essential to acknowledge and re-present identities and realities that were different 
from my own and not to exoticisise my participants but instead to help create 
conditions that were working towards decolonisation (Tierney, 2000). According to 
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Tierney (2000) “the vulnerability of our work, our identities, our voices need to be 
heard if we are to create the necessary conditions for decolonisation” (p.549).   
 
Life History Within This Project 
This is not a life history-based thesis rather life history was one of the techniques 
that was drawn into the bricolage. Life history became a method for me to capture, 
understand and represent some aspects of the lives of my participants. Life history 
became the way that the older participants used their photographs. As I had previous 
relationships, of varying depths and time frames, with my participants there was a 
sense of relaxation and comfort with them during our learning conversations. The 
photos that I discussed with Walter and David in their first interviews were photos 
(and in David’s case also artefacts), from their lives. These were photos that they 
already had in their possession and wanted to share with me as a way to discuss their 
educational lifeworlds. These were representations of significant events and 
meanings in their lives that became very important for them to discuss with me. Our 
conversations explored their lives from when they were quite young, in Walter’s 
case a baby, and meandered through their lives until the present.  
 
ORAL EVIDENCE 
Coming to understand aspects of the world, groups and individuals through the 
collection and analysis of oral evidence has a very long history. Within qualitative 
research this has often occurred through the use of interviews, whether intimate 
interviews between the researcher and participant or more formal affairs, such as, 
focus groups. Collecting evidence through the use of oral methods, in this case 
learning conversations, corresponds with the use of narratives and the emphasis upon 
orality within Indigenous cultures. Briskman (2003) points out that oral evidence can 
record all the important things that written evidence ignores and consequently it can 
reflect Indigenous standpoints more fully.  
 
Yarning / Learning Conversations 
Indigenous methodological perspectives inform different data gathering methods. In 
the Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island tradition yarning is a culturally 
appropriate and respected way to communicate and collect data (Geia et al., 2013). 
According to Burchill (2004, p. 7) yarning should be employed to listen to 
community knowledge, concerns, experiences and aspirations and in building 
trusting respectful relationships between the researcher and Indigenous communities 
(Geia et al., 2013). It is a culturally significant, narrative process (Geia et al., 2013; 
McMaster, 2006). Geia et al. (2013) explain that yarning is an informal and relaxed 
discussion; a journey that both the researcher and participants take together. A 
culturally safe space where Indigenous people can share their stories (Geia et al., 
2013). I attempted to achieve the same aims as yarning, in that, respectful and 
reciprocal relationships were built and I listened to community knowledge, concerns, 
experiences and aspirations. Learning conversations and yarning are very similar 
methods and I have referred to the method that I have used as learning conversations 
as I am not an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Island person and it did not feel 
appropriate for me to use the term yarning with regard to my project. 
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Learning conversations are distinct form the hierarchical conversations present in 
many top-down power conversations found in many research or school settings 
(Meyer & Dutton, 2009). According to Meyer and Dutton (2009, p. 364) “their 
purpose is to flatten out hierarchies and open up spaces that promote a sense of 
equality and that allow practitioners, students and others to become researchers 
oriented toward action.” As with the Meyer and Dutton (2009) project, I too 
acknowledge the social construction of reality and that critical theory informed this 
project. It was due to these frames that learning conversations were used rather than 
traditional interviews. Learning conversations were a relaxed vehicle that allowed 
the participants a safe space to tell their stories. I focused on listening to my 
participants and ensuring that I was not the person who was doing all the talking. 
The conversations were reciprocal and mutually engaging (Burnette et al., 2011). 
The creation of authentic dialogues between my participants and I was vital and as 
Madison (2005, p. 8) explains “critical ethnography requires a deep and abiding 
dialogue with the Other as never before”. To do this we often spent time getting to 
know one another first. We had our learning conversations in places where the 
participants felt comfortable. I had my learning conversations with Bart in his 
kitchen, with his father present. Will and I had our learning conversations at the 
drop-in centre. My conversations with David occurred at the Indigenous support 
centre and then at his office. My conversations with Walter and Leo happened at the 
Indigenous support centre. When the conversations come to a natural end, I asked 
the participants if there was anything that they would like to add. I then discussed 
what the remaining steps in the project were. 
 
As researcher, I initiated the conversations and at times there was a broad, 
researcher-decided focus but there was minimal structure and consequently the 
participation between both the researcher and the participants was reciprocal. There 
were a number of learning conversations with each participant, dependent upon their 
willingness to continue talking and for new dialogue to be engaged in. The learning 
conversations were framed within three stages, with the first stage rapport building, 
the second stage was the main data collection conversations and the third stage was a 
debrief. The number of learning conversations that occurred within the second stage 
was dependent on the benefit to the project goals coming from each conversation.  
 
Conquergood, “frames dialogue as performance and contends that the aim of 
‘dialogical performance’ is to bring self and others together so they may question, 
debate and challenge each other” (Madison, 2005, p. 9). Madison contends that 
“dialogue is the quintessential encounter with the Other” (Madison, 2005, p. 9). It is 
this space that became very important within this project, as, although Indigenous 
people are the most researched people in the world, it is not often the case that 
Indigenous people have a research space where they are in control of what the focus 
is and the path of the dialogue. Historically, since colonisation, Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples have been silenced within the realm of education in 
Australia. This project was a chance for a number of people who have not previously 
had the space to discuss the richness of their educational lifeworlds to explore and 
discuss their unique experiences.  
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Learning Conversations Within this Project 
Learning conversations were utilised within this project as one of the means to 
attempt to balance the potential power differentials between the participants and I. 
Within this project the learning conversations were very relaxed and casual. The 
conversations that I had with Will happened at the drop-in centre and during the first 
conversation Will seemed quite nervous. We had had many conversations (these 
contributed to the informal data that was collected about Will) before, but it seemed 
as though the idea of being recorded made him anxious. However, after we started 
and he realised that it would be the same as all of our previous conversations, he 
relaxed and spoke to me about his photographs. I had my learning conversations 
with Bart and his father in his kitchen. This created comprehensive learning 
conversations, as both Bart and his father spoke to me about the photos and about the 
issues that we were discussing. They prompted each other and provided multiple 
layers around the object of inquiry. I spoke with Walter at the university, which was 
where he was working at the beginning of the project. We either spoke in his office 
or in one of the tutorial rooms. David and I had our first learning conversation at the 
university and then all our learning conversations occurred at the school where he 
was employed as a Community Education Councillor. Leo and I spoke in a lounge 
area within the Indigenous centre in the university. The sites of my learning 
conversations were all in safe spaces for my participants, so they felt relaxed and 
confortable and able to speak freely with me.  
 
There were sixteen formal learning conversations that were recorded and a 
considerable number of informal conversations that were not recorded but where 
notes were made afterwards. There were also a number of email conversations that 
occurred with both David and Walter. The conversations generally lasted for at least 
an hour but a number of conversations were much longer. 
 
The learning conversations were recorded on my iPad using the programme HT 
Recorder for iPad version 6.81. Although no formal questioning schedule was 
created the conversations became centred on the photographs that the participants 
had taken. Sometimes the conversations with the participants were strained, as if the 
participants seemed to think that the photographs ‘spoke for themselves’ and 
consequently did not require much explanation. During these conversations I asked 
questions to try and open up the dialogue. At times this was successful but at others 
times it was not. At other times, particularly with Bart, David and Walter, the 
photographs were an entry into detailed and comprehensive conversations about 
their lives where the photograph seemed to be only tenuously connected.  
 
VISUAL EVIDENCE 
Coming to an understanding of and communicating about the universe through 
visual imagery has been occurring for millennia. This visual understanding is very 
powerful within Indigenous communities worldwide and particularly within the 
Aboriginal Australian communities. As a white researcher, I do not have access to 
these Indigenous knowledges but I have drawn on this connection to the visual by 
utilising photo elicitation within my project.  
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Visual data has been used within ethnography since the 1920s when Nanook of the 
North was filmed (Harper, 2000). Since that time, the way that visual research has 
been viewed as both forms of data collection methods and as ways of representation 
has changed dramatically. It was initially thought that visual images could depict 
‘truth’ and ‘reality’ but this idea has been abandoned in the contemporary 
technological age where images can be readily manipulated (Harper, 2000; Hogan, 
2012; G. Rose, 2014). One must of course, ask if visual images ever captured ‘truth’, 
as the researcher chose what to include and what to leave out of the photograph, and 
the context of the shot is not necessarily shown. Harper (2000) explains that 
photographs cannot and do not represent ‘objective truth’ as the very act of choosing 
a particular image to shoot involves interpretation. The researcher needs to choose 
what to shoot, the point of view, the focal length and a number of other technical 
decisions that will have a significant effect upon the kinds of sociological statements 
that can be drawn from the image. Consequently, the evidence is both real and 
constructed (Harper, 2000).   
 
As Pink (2007) explains, visual methods are never purely visual, as they cannot be 
used independently of other methods. Instead they pay particular attention to the 
visual aspects of culture (Pink, 2007). Photographs and visual images do not 
inherently hold ethnographic meaning; rather it is the participants who infuse the 
ethnographic content into the images (Pink, 2007). Ethnographic knowledge is 
produced in the learning conversations between the researcher and the participants 
with the photographs as the stimulus, rather than existing objectively within the 
photograph (Pink, 2007).  
 
Many ethical concerns arise when photographs are used, not only as data sources but 
also in publications. As a researcher it is essential that one act ethically. Sometimes 
the idea of protecting one’s participants is overly paternalistic and instead one should 
promote a collaborative approach between researchers and participants regarding the 
decision of what photographs to publish and where (Pink, 2007). This requires the 
development of meaningful relationships with the participants to help determine who 
and what can be photographed and how the resulting images should be used (Harper, 
2005). Ethnographers must realise that ethnographic representations have political 
implications and that images may be appropriated and used elsewhere (Pink, 2007).  
 
PHOTO ELICITATION 
There are two types of photo elicitation, autodriven and researcher-driven. With 
autodriven photo elicitation, the participants take photographs, which are then 
discussed in learning conversations. With researcher-driven photo elicitation the 
researcher takes photographs, which are then discussed in learning conversations 
with the participants. Photo elicitation is a way to make the research more 
collaborative and enhance the participants’ active research role (Brace-Govan, 2007; 
Meo, 2010).   
 
Researcher-Driven Photo Elicitation 
Researcher–driven photo elicitation is where the researcher takes photographs and 
uses these photographs as a stimulus for conversations with participants. Pink (2007) 
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explains that ethnographers need to be interested in how participants invest meaning 
into the photographs as a way to produce and represent identities, experiences and 
emotions. The ideas about the purpose of photographs within photo elicitation have 
developed as the method has evolved. Collier (1957) believed that photographs 
contained ‘facts’ which could be elicited from participants by the ethnographer 
(Collier & Collier, 1986). Harper (2002) developed upon this idea and incorporated 
it with ‘new ethnography’ that emerged during the ‘postmodern turn’ and redefined 
it as a ‘model of collaboration in research’. This postmodern conceptualisation of 
photographs meant that they were no longer thought of as a visual representation of 
‘truth’ but rather as artefacts interpreted in terms of different understandings of 
reality (L. T. Smith, 1999). The photograph no longer contained inherent ‘truth’ but 
rather it was a tool to help uncover the different lenses through which participants 
experience life.  
 
The Strengths and Benefits of Researcher-Driven Photo Elicitation 
Researcher-driven photo elicitation allows the researcher to frame, select, develop, 
organise and present images based on their own research questions (Clark-Ibanez, 
2007).  When participants view photographs taken by the researcher they become 
engaged in interpreting the ethnographer’s vision of reality and within the 
conversation they discuss their different understandings (Pink, 2007; Raggl & 
Schratz, 2004). The photographs become reference points through which the 
ethnographer and participant can represent aspects of their realities to each other 
(Pink, 2007).  
 
Harper (2002) states that one of the most important aspects of photo elicitation is 
that the conversation elicits information that would not be available during a word 
only interview, since the brain processes visual and spoken information differently 
(Ortega-Alcazar & Dyck, 2011). Images evoke deeper levels of human 
consciousness and consequently the photo elicitation conversation elicits a different 
kind of information (Harper, 2002; Markauskaite & Reimann, 2014; Vassenden & 
Andersson, 2010). Schwartz (1992) supports this view and maintains that 
conversations with photographs lead to new knowledge as the photographs prompt 
personal narratives which are generated by the content of the image (Stockall & 
Davis, 2011). Consequently, the camera can become an important tool to help 
researchers interact with their participants (Clark-Ibanez, 2007).   
 
The Limitations and Weaknesses of Researcher-Driven Photo Elicitation 
Researcher-driven photo elicitation is limited by the researcher’s frame of reference 
and consequently might miss vital aspects of the participants’ world (Clark-Ibanez, 
2007). Despite having conversations that will hopefully expose the omissions, this 
will not always be the case for a number of reasons, including the age of the 
participants, reluctance to talk about particular phenomenon and the participants 
thinking that the importance of the phenomenon is obvious. It is essential that the 
researcher captures what is meaningful to the project and the participants rather than 
images that are just aesthetically interesting (Clark-Ibanez, 2007). 
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Despite the vast amount of research that has suggested that using images will invoke 
deeper and more meaningful data than word-only interviews this is not always the 
case. Vassenden and Andersson (2010) found that some of their participants found it 
much easier to answer an oral question rather than discuss the implications of 
photographs as the possibilities were too diverse. They also found that discussing 
images could be more demanding (Vassenden & Andersson, 2010). They discovered 
that participants had to have the capacity and the willingness to employ their creative 
capacities to explore the multiplicities inherent in visual images (Vassenden & 
Andersson, 2010). There is always the possibility that participants want to provide 
the ‘correct’ answer and if they are unsure what that might be then the participants 
might not reply at all. Vassenden and Andersson (2010) concluded “that the 
presumptive interpretational space of an image must not be too large” (p. 152). 
 
Researcher-Driven Photo Elicitation Within This Project 
Throughout this project I took a racial audit 1(J. Austin & Hickey, 2009) of the town 
that this project took place in. I took photographs of the presence of and absence of 
Indigeneity. I then intended to have learning conversations with a number of 
significant Aboriginal people within the community and discuss what these 
photographs meant to them in an attempt to create a network of culturally significant 
sites within the town. This information was then going to be discussed with regards 
to the educational lifeworlds of my participants. Unfortunately, despite my best 
efforts, this section of the project never eventuated, as both discussing these 
photographs, as well as the photographs that I had asked these significant individuals 
to take seemed to be too great a burden for the people that had been asked. At the 
beginning of the project I assumed that culturally significant sites were going to be 
more important to the educational lifeworlds of my participants than they were in 
actuality. Consequently, my inability to create a network of culturally significant 
sites did not seem to adversely affect the relationships that were built with my 
participants and the data that were collected. 
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Figure 3: Photographing the presence of Indigeneity throughout the town. 
 
 
Autodriven Photo Elicitation 
Autodriven photo elicitation is an attempt to understand the world from the 
participant’s perspective (Harper, 2005). Participants choose photographs to take and 
then participate in learning conversations with the researcher about these 
photographs.   
 
The Strengths and Benefits of Autodriven Photo Elicitation 
One of the greatest strengths of autodriven photo elicitation is that it is able to 
stimulate memories and conversations that word-based interviewing alone could not 
(Clark-Ibanez, 2007; Drew, Duncan, & Sawyer, 2010; Harper, 2005; Ortega-Alcazar 
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& Dyck, 2011). Harper (2005) explains that the learning conversations resulting 
from autodriven photo elicitation went beyond the superficial to deep, personal 
themes (Clark-Ibanez, 2007). This method allows the participants to talk freely and 
openly because the learning conversation is about them and not about the researcher 
asking questions (Wilkin & Liamputtong, 2010).  
 
An essential aspect of this method, with children in particular, is the increased 
likelihood of the desire to participate in the research due to the novelty and interest 
in the photographic element (Samuels, 2007). This is an ideal method to use with 
children and adolescents as it is engaging and enables them to exercise agency in 
that they decide what is important to photograph and discuss during the learning 
conversations (Clark-Ibanez, 2007; Hill, 2014; O'Connell, 2011; Prosser & Burke, 
2008; Raggl & Schratz, 2004). Autodriven photo elicitation is a means to promote 
rapport and develop productive relationships between the participants and the 
researcher (Meo, 2010). This can occur as the conversation consists of the 
participant discussing their own photographs and the reasons behind their decision to 
foreground specific pictures. The conversation is on the participants’ terms rather 
than that of the researcher. It also gives participants something familiar to focus on 
during the learning conversations and as such lessens some of the potential 
awkwardness (Clark-Ibanez, 2007; Hill, 2014). This is a way to disrupt the power 
differentials that may be involved in a regular interview, particularly with respect to 
age, gender, race and class (Clark-Ibanez, 2007; Ortega-Alcazar & Dyck, 2011).    
 
Autodriven photo elicitation is a powerful method to use with children and 
adolescents as it allows them to show aspects of their lives that might otherwise have 
remained hidden to adult researchers (Allen, 2011; Clark-Ibanez, 2007). Participants 
have the opportunity to define the issues that are relevant to them rather than the 
researcher fitting data into predetermined archetypes. It increases the likelihood of 
participants constructing meaning and expressing personal worldviews (Samuels, 
2007).   
 
The visual and oral aspects of autodriven photo elicitation compliment Aboriginal 
cultures because visual communication and visual understandings are so important 
within education in Aboriginal communities (Wilkin & Liamputtong, 2010). Photo 
elicitation is a method that can help bridge culturally different worlds (Ortega-
Alcazar & Dyck, 2011; Samuels, 2007). As Pink (2007) explains, the photographs 
that participants produce allows the researcher access to knowledge about contents 
that they cannot participate in themselves (Allen, 2011). Within my project due to 
my race and sometimes gender, I was not able to access particular aspects of my 
participant’s educational lifeworlds. Their photographs allowed me this access, in 
part at least.   
 
As this project is about Aboriginal student educational lifeworlds, it was essential to 
disrupt the harm that has been linked to research and colonisation in the past (Wilkin 
& Liamputtong, 2010).  This can be avoided by using methods that disrupt the power 
hierarchies between the researcher and the researched, as well as methods that enable 
the participants to contribute to the direction and analysis of the research (Wilkin & 
Liamputtong, 2010). Autodriven photo elicitation was one of these methods. As 
Brooks, Poudrier, and Thomas-MacLean (2008) suggest, photography may be a 
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creative and empowering way to better understand the experiences of marginalised 
peoples (O'Connell, 2011).  
 
The Limitations and Weaknesses of Autodriven Photo Elicitation 
All research methods have limitations and weaknesses. With photography there is a 
limit to what can be observed and photographed and then there is the potential for 
something that has not been photographed to be left out of the subsequent learning 
conversations (Wilkin & Liamputtong, 2010). This can be overcome by using the 
photographs as a stimulus and a starting point to discuss aspects, which have not 
been photographed. The issue with this is that the researcher may be unaware when 
topics have not been discussed if they are ignorant of their existence. In this case it is 
essential to build relationships with participants so they feel safe with the researcher 
to talk about topics even if they could not photograph them.  
 
Learning conversations around autodriven photo elicitation do not always produce 
more comprehensive data as some participants think that the photographs can speak 
for themselves (Meo, 2010). It can then become difficult for researchers to collect 
this deep and comprehensive data when the photographs that the participants have 
taken are actually inhibiting the conversation rather than stimulating it. 
 
In the past, photo elicitation has been an expensive and time-consuming method but 
due to the advances in digital technology this is no longer the case (Meo, 2010). In 
the current technological age digital cameras, tablets, computers and their 
accessories allow for a seemingly infinite number of photographs to be taken, 
viewed, stored and printed in a very fast and cost efficient manner. 
 
As photography is a socially regulated and conventional activity not everything that 
can be photographed is photographed (Harrison, 2004). E. Smith, Gidlow, and Steel 
(2012) found in their use of autodriven photo elicitation with adolescents during a 
school camp, that the students acted more like tourists than documenters and as such 
there was a glaring omission of photographs that captured the negative aspects of 
school camp. I also found that there was a glaring omission of photographs that 
captured the negative aspects of my participants’ educational lifeworlds. We did 
discuss a number of the negative aspects but there was an absence of photographs of 
them. I had hoped to account for the absence of negative photographs that was 
evident within the Smith, Gidlow and Steel project by explaining to my participants 
that the photographs did not only have to capture positive aspects of their 
educational lifeworld, but this was to no avail. Due to this refusal to capture negative 
aspects of their educational lifeworlds it became essential to explore these aspects 
through conversation. Discussing photographs that captured positive aspects of the 
participants’ educational lifeworld often lead to detailed conversations about the 
negative, so it seems as if the exclusion of negative photographs did not mean a 
refusal to discuss these negative experiences. 
 
E. Smith et al. (2012) discovered a tension between their adolescent participants 
directing or choosing the content of their photographs and other people, who were 
not directly involved in the research process influencing the photographic choices of 
the participants. The participants in the Smith, Gidlow and Steel project were given 
27-exposure disposable cameras and so the effects of other people influencing 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
77	  
photographic choices might have been significant since the number of possible 
photographs were so limited. This was not the case within my project as the students 
used digital cameras with an unlimited number of photographs. This freedom had 
limitations in it as well. In my project, due to the unlimited number of photographs 
that could be taken there might have been less thought put in to each photograph to 
ensure that it captured a significant aspect of their educational lifeworld. The benefit 
to having the ability to take numerous photographs was that it became apparent that 
certain aspects of their lifeworlds were very important and more accessible to 
participants due to the sheer volume of photos taken about particular objects of 
inquiry. 
 
Autodriven Photo Elicitation In This Project 
The first ‘official’ meeting with the participants was when I gave them a camera, if 
they needed one, explained how to use it and spoke about the photos and about the 
process of autodriven photo elicitation. The three youngest participants, Will, Bart 
and Leo all borrowed a digital camera from me and were very confident and relaxed 
about how to take digital photos. The task was to take photographs of their 
educational lifeworlds, so they could photograph anyone or anywhere that learning 
took place. I explained that there were no right or wrong photographs and we would 
talk about the pictures once they had taken some. Will and Bart seemed quite happy 
with that explanation. Leo seemed to want more clarification and we discussed that 
maybe places or people he would photograph would be community, family, school 
and culturally significant sites etc. He seemed to be more caught up in the desire to 
take the ‘correct’ photos and whenever I would see him at the university, during his 
data collection process, he would tell about the kind of photos he was taking and 
check if that was what I was after. Although Leo borrowed a camera from me, his 
school did not allow him to take photographs with it at school. This did not seem to 
impact the project as the school did allow him to take photos and videos on his 
iPhone. The two oldest participants, Walter and David, did not borrow a camera as 
they had photographs and artefacts that they wanted to show me and discuss. These 
photographs had been collected throughout their lifetime and represented important 
events and people and allowed them to talk about their lives.   
 
After each participant had taken some photographs I met with them individually and 
we discussed their photos. We looked at the photographs on the digital camera, or 
iPhone, while we were talking. Once we had discussed the photographs the 
participants would then spend more time capturing more images. They did not have 
a time limit or schedule to adhere to, as I wanted the photographs to be organic and 
something that was captured, when they realised it was an important aspect of their 
educational lifeworld. Rather than taken for the sake of taking a certain amount of 
photographs in a specific timeframe. This process continued until we had discussed 
all of the photographs that they had taken and we both felt as if we had reached the 
end of beneficial conversations. I made hard copies of the photographs that Will and 
Bart took and gave the photos to them so that they could retain them as keepsakes, as 
many of their photographs were of their family. At times there was a focused 
deconstruction on the meaning that the image captured and at other times it seemed 
to be stimulation for other topics of conversation. I let the participant’s lead the 
conversations and I asked questions for clarity or to prompt if the participants 
seemed to need a more structured conversation.  Walter had his photographs on his 
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computer at work so we looked at them on the computer and then he emailed them to 
me so that I could have a copy. David had a mixture of photographs and artefacts 
with him and I took my own photos of these. David also emailed further photographs 
to me during our electronic exchanges. 
 
OBSERVATION 
Observation is a foundation of much qualitative research and the mainstay of the 
ethnographic enterprise (Adler & Adler, 1994; Johnson, Douglas, Bigby, & Iacono, 
2011; C. M. Nicholls et al., 2014; Werner & Schoepfle, 1987). Over time the idea 
that an ethnographer can observe a community without having any impact or effect 
has decreased and research ‘subjects’ have been transformed into collaborative 
partners (Angrosino & Mays de Perez, 2000).  
 
Historically it was believed that a researcher could come to understand their 
participants through extended observation (Silverman, 1993). There was the belief 
that researchers could collect objective data through detached observation and their 
presence within the social world would have no impact on the social action within 
that world. With the change in the focus or the purpose of collecting ‘objective’ data, 
it has been accepted that observation will impact upon the participants and their 
social action. This has led to the understanding that who the ethnographer is, is 
related to what they observe, so that another ethnographer of different race, class, 
gender, age and sexuality might prompt different observations and as a result come 
to different conclusions (Angrosino & Mays de Perez, 2000; Band-Winterstein et al., 
2014). As Silverman (1993) explains, we only come to look at phenomena in 
particular ways because the researcher has adopted, either tacitly or explicitly, 
certain ways of viewing the world (Kincheloe, 2005). These lenses are intimately 
tied to our personal and professional subjectivities. These subjectivities will 
influence every part of our observational research.  
 
Data were also gathered through the use of naturalistic observation and learning 
conversations with people who were not my participants but were involved with my 
participants in various ways. This occurred mostly with Will and Bart and this was 
because our research relationships were brokered through Ian, the director of a drop-
in centre. Ian allowed me access to a much larger portion of the educational 
lifeworlds of Will and Bart as I had access to numerous people involved in their 
lives. I spent a lot of time observing and talking at the drop-in centre. I would 
observe and talk to people who worked there, volunteers, friends and family of Will 
and Bart, as well as other members of the Indigenous community. Others confirmed 
many of the stories that Bart and Nick had told me in our learning conversations. 
After these conversations I would often debrief with Ian or other trusted people who 
worked there and be informed about background and contextually relevant 
information. I shadowed Ian when he did home visits and when he had meetings 
with other agencies, such as Aboriginal Legal Aid. These observations and 
conversations allowed me opportunities to view other aspects of the educational 
lifeworlds of Will and Bart. It also allowed me an opportunity to view how other 
people perceived the educational lifeworlds, not only of Will and Bart but also of the 
Indigenous community at large. As soon as possible after I had had these 
conversations, observations or experiences, I would write notes about it as 
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completely as I could. This was to ensure that the documentation produced was as 
faithful a reproduction as achievable. 
 
E-REASEARCH 
E-research is a fairly new way in which researchers can analyse, store and collect 
data in numerous ways, using various information and communication technologies.  
According to Meyer and Dutton (2009) e-research is not particularly widespread 
within the social sciences but the number interested and involved with this practice is 
growing. As Dutton and Meyer (2009) and Meyer and Schroeder (2009) have stated 
by e-research they mean the use of digital tools and data (collectively research 
materials) for the distributed and collaborative production of knowledge. This 
includes the use of advanced Internet, Access Grid (an advanced internet-based 
collaborative communications package) and related information and communication 
technologies to support research.  
 
Markauskaite (2010) stated that over the last decade the methodological innovations 
that have occurred within educational research have been closely coupled  with the 
development of digital technologies. These digital developments are often known 
under the inclusive term of ‘e-research’ and include three major areas: educational 
datasets, research methods and collaborative inquiry approaches enabled by 
computer networks (Dutton & Meyer, 2009; Markauskaite & Reimann, 2014; 
O'Brien, 2005). One of the important outcomes is that more phenomena can be 
studied across contexts and for longer durations of time. This was evident within my 
project as I was able to continue my research relationship with a number of my 
participants when I was no longer able to meet them in person.   
 
Markauskaite and Reimann (2014) explain that these new technologies have inspired 
not only new ways to do research but that they are also allowing for the exploration 
of new ways to be a researcher. With these technological and methodological 
developments necessarily comes a range of questions and concerns around ontology, 
epistemology and ethics (Markauskaite & Reimann, 2014). 
 
I used information and communication technologies, namely email, to continue my 
research relationship with three of my participants after I had moved away from the 
research site. As I was unable to easily connect with my participants in a physical 
space, email allowed me to continue collecting data. I connected to particular 
participants in this way because I was aware that they had access to a computer and 
engaged with email frequently. Although the responses to my questions were not as 
long as when we had learning conversations, the participants did have the 
opportunity to reflect on what I had asked and construct an answer in their own time, 
without the pressure which might come about in face to face contact. On occasions 
there were instances where some time had elapsed between emails and it was 
beneficial to be able to look back at the discussion thread and consider what we had 
written previously.  
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RESEARCHER INTUITION AND CREATIVITY 
Intuition has often been described as a ‘hunch’ or ‘gut feeling’ (Langan-Fox & 
Shirley, 2003). Intuition is a phenomenon that has been explored by many 
philosophers. Spinoza likened intuition to the highest form of knowledge; Kant 
envisaged it as the portion of perception that is supplied by the mind; while Reid 
believed that intuitions are tendencies to mental action, aspects of the fundamental 
constitution of the human mind which regulate the conscious experience of all 
humans from birth (Langan-Fox & Shirley, 2003, pp. 207-208). Linstead and 
Mullarkey (2003) argue that Bergson’s intuition is the perception of a heightened 
reality, the purest form of instinct (Langan-Fox & Shirley, 2003).  
 
Intuition as a method within research focuses on the relationships between 
researchers, participants, subjects and objects (Coleman, 2008). Intuition within the 
research process was developed through Henri Bergson’s discussion about the way 
one knows a thing. As Coleman (2008, p. 105) explains “the only way  to know a 
thing is to enter into it intuitively”. In practicality this means that the dichotomies 
between researcher and participants, between subject and object is reconsidered and 
where ‘entering into a thing’ intuitively is a process of becoming intimate with the 
research phenomenon (Coleman, 2008).  
 
After reviewing the literature, Dorfler and Ackerman (2012) identified six features 
which define intuitive knowledge; three apply to the process while three apply to the 
outcome. Intuiting is often rapid, spontaneous and alogical (meaning that it does not 
necessarily contradict the rules of logic but does not follow them either) and the 
outcome is tacit, holistic and the intuitor feels confident about their intuition (Dorfler 
& Ackerman, 2012). It has recently been recognised that deliberative conscious 
reasoning is not the only way of arriving at valid knowledge (Dorfler & Ackerman, 
2012). 
 
I used intuition with my interactions with my participants, particularly Will. At times 
he seemed to find it difficult to articulate the reasons behind what he was feeling and 
thinking. I used my intuition that was influenced by my informal conversations with 
Will, my conversations with others about Will and other informally collected 
knowledge to add to the formal learning conversations that we had. 
 
DREAM ASPIRE REACH AND EXPERIENCE (DARE) PROGRAMME 
The DARE programme was a mentoring programme that I was affiliated with 
through the Indigenous support centre at my university. This was the programme 
where I hoped to connect with a number of the high school students who wished to 
participate in my project. DARE occurs during the school semester, in a school 
setting. It was initially hoped that all the mentors would be Indigenous but there 
were not enough Indigenous mentors for this to happen and so both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous university undergraduate mentors were recruited. The mentors 
received cross-cultural training before they began. The mentors received gifts if they 
completed the twelve-week programme. The programme also included an interactive 
university tour, camp and an awards night. The mentors would have a Community 
Education Councillor in the room with their mentees. The schools in which DARE 
was held invited all identified Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to 
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participate but if the students accepted they had to commit to the twelve week 
programme and attending school. The programme was trailed in a limited number of 
schools with varying degrees of success.  
 
During the first semester that DARE was being trialled I connected with the 
secondary school that had the largest Indigenous population and hopefully the largest 
number of students who were going to participate in the programme. I met with the 
principal of the school before the programme began so that I could obtain ethical 
clearance to research in the school setting. The principal was very positive about the 
project and said that he would give his consent for the research to occur in the 
school. Despite these verbal assurances he took an entire school term to provide 
written ethical clearance. Just as I received the clearance the DARE programme 
began. The programme occurred after school hours and this immediately coincided 
with the timetable of a number of students who had extracurricular activities 
scheduled then.  
 
The first week that DARE ran, in the high school that I was attached to, there were 
supposed to be thirty six students enrolled but only two students arrived. There were 
four mentors, two males and two females. Three of the mentors were Aboriginal and 
one mentor was non-Indigenous. The DARE activity books (these included the 
information and activities that each session would be based around) had not arrived 
for the first week of the programme and so the four mentors, the two mentees, the 
Community Education Councillor and I had introductory conversations about 
ourselves. After the first week it was unusual for any of the students to arrive. There 
were a number of communication issues between the school and the Indigenous 
centre, which was organising the programme. I became very worried about not 
connecting with any participants through the programme. I had chosen to engage 
with DARE as I had connections both with the people organising the programme and 
people working in the school and I had hoped that these connections would help 
broker relationships with some of the students. Eventually DARE was cancelled in 
this particular high school. It also came to light that this high school was the only 
school that had scheduled this programme for after school hours and this may have 
contributed to the programme’s failure. 
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Figure 4: Poster promoting the DARE programme within the Indigenous centre at the university. 
 
 
Although my goal had been to develop meaningful relationships with some of the 
mentees of the DARE Programme what actually happened was that David, one of 
the mentors, became one of my participants. All of the afternoons that we spent 
waiting for the students to arrive allowed us to talk and begin to get to know each 
other.  
 
WORKING WITH CHILDREN 
Traditionally, within the research paradigm (and more broadly), children were 
viewed as objects rather than subjects because they were seen as lacking the capacity 
to be able to actively participate in research as they were merely ‘future adults’ and 
DARE is an Indigenous 
secondary school student 
mentoring programme that 
aims to:  
• Raise the aspirations 
of Indigenous students 
to higher education 
• Improve attendance 
and completion rates 
of Indigenous students 
• Improve literacy and 
numeracy skills of 
Indigenous students 
• Promote healthy 
positive lifestyles for 
Indigenous students to 
improve their 
participation in 
education 
• Promote and foster 
cultural respect and 
understanding 
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incapable of ‘worthwhile’ participation (Pyle, 2012; Scott, 2008; Weller, 2012). This 
view has changed and increasingly children are now being viewed as agentic actors 
and active participants in constructing their own learning and world (Aldridge, 2012; 
Drew et al., 2010; Pyle, 2012; Scott, 2008; Weller, 2012). My project shared this 
belief - that children are competent and capable. My previous career as a primary 
school teacher and an outside-school-hours carer informed my personal conviction 
that children are agentic social actors.  
 
Research has uncovered three central challenges when working with children: 
developmental appropriateness, the power differentials between adults and children 
and language barriers (Cappello, 2005; Davis, 2007; Parkinson, 2001; Pyle, 2012; 
Stephenson, 2009). This project was developmentally appropriate for Will and Bart 
as they were familiar with the paradigm of capturing moments and experiences with 
the aid of a camera and the learning conversations were appropriate as they were old 
enough to focus on a conversation without becoming bored or distracted. Mayall 
(2008) asserts that learning conversations can be an effective data collection method 
as it enables the researcher to hand over the agenda to the children whereby they can 
control the pace and direction of the conversation. The power differentials that were 
a result of the difference in ages were most significant with Will. Even though we 
had a positive relationship, particularly when we were just having informal talks, 
when we had our learning conversations there were times when it was quite strained. 
There may have been various reasons for this, many that I may not be aware of but I 
felt that it was due to the power differentials between our ages and the reflection of 
the school setting. Within the school setting adults hold the position of power whilst 
children do not. Children are often the receivers of knowledge rather than the co-
creators and this may colour their interactions with researchers (Pyle, 2012). 
Although my learning conversations with Will happened at the drop-in centre and 
not at school and although I tried not to assume the ‘teacher’ role, there is the 
possibility that we slipped into the cultural pattern of teacher and student. The 
participatory research methods of photo elicitation and learning conversations were 
chosen as a means to offset these power differentials. According to Weller (2012), 
the asymmetrical power relations between researchers and children are countered by 
the use of creative and participatory methods. 
 
When working with children the process of securing consent must be different to 
working with adults. It cannot be understood as a linear process that is gained only at 
the beginning of the project (Milstein, 2010). Instead, formal consent must be 
maintained, constructed and adjusted over the course of the project (Milstein, 2010). 
In this project participants were offered the option to leave at any time without 
consequences and where appropriate confidentiality and anonymity were provided. 
Access to photographs used within the project was negotiated with participants by 
the utilisation of a multipurpose level of consent so that participants were able to 
choose which of their photographs could be used and in what forums. Consent was 
secured with participants, parents or guardians and with local community elders. 
 
Children and young people have traditionally been viewed as vulnerable because 
they have lacked an authentic voice within the research and policy debates. This 
project did not view the participants as vulnerable because of their age but the 
participants were viewed as vulnerable from a colonisation perspective. This meant 
that it was essential to acknowledge the history of colonisation that has occurred in 
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Australia and realise that my participants have had various experiences with the 
policies and practices that were borne from this. As a result it was fundamental to 
ensure that the many research horrors that have occurred in the name of (colonial) 
research were not repeated here. To do this I attempted to lessen the power 
differentials between the participants and I and to ensure that it was their voices that 
were privileged and not mine.  
 
RESEARCH WITH VULNERABLE PEOPLE 
Aldridge (2012) argues that vulnerable groups are in danger of being excluded from 
research projects if the methods do not enable the participants to participate on their 
own terms. Visual methods can provide vulnerable peoples with tools to enable that 
participation. Visual methods can encourage a reciprocal relationship between 
researchers and participants and allow access to hidden experiences (Joanou, 2009; 
Pillow, 2003). To ensure the cultural safety of the participants this project adhered to 
the guidelines that have been set out for the ethical research in Indigenous studies 
developed by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 
(2010). It also adhered to the ethical guidelines required by the University. 
 
VERACITY OF THE PROJECT 
The veracity of the project was linked to the quality of the relationships that I was 
able to establish with the participants. I spent extended periods of time with the 
participants, which allowed for learning conversations to build upon one another. It 
is important to remember that as with any research, findings can only ever be partial 
and tentative but they still need to be trustworthy. I have included numerous 
verbatim quotes to increase the trustworthiness of this project. I have also included 
many of the photographs that the participants took as a means of ensuring research 
transparency.  
 
Loh (2013, p. 2) proposed a number of questions that one should ask oneself when 
engaged in qualitative research, particularly narrative research; “How valid and 
reliable is the collection of these ‘stories’, and how can a story be valid as an 
analysis? If the data is collected through the participants’ telling their ‘storied 
experiences’, how do I know if they are being truthful? What if they made up a story 
or embellish the retelling? Will the research be valid then?” 
 
I have accepted what my participants have told me for a number of reasons. With 
Bart and Will, I had the opportunity to meet a number of people who knew them and 
their families well. Conversations with these informants confirmed a number of 
stories that Bart and Will had told me and consequently I felt quite confident that our 
conversations were authentic. Much of what Walter told me was also present in an 
autoethnography that he had written for one of his university subjects. Walter gave 
me a copy of this autoethnography that had been written a few years earlier and the 
stories were the same. I accepted what Leo disclosed to me as he seemed very 
concerned with ‘doing the correct thing’. David and I had a number of discussions 
on particular topics that developed each time we spoke or connected. 
 
 Within this project I was not concerned with uncovering some kind of ‘Truth’ where 
I needed to unearth evidence to support what my participants were saying. 
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“Objective veracity was not the issue here” (Down, 2012, p. 625). As Loh (2013)  
explains it is the interpretation of facts that is essential rather than the discovery of 
‘facts’. As Riessman (2008, p. 187) states, “a narrative is not simply a factual report 
of events, but instead one articulation told from a point of view that seeks to 
persuade others to see events in a single way”. What was important was coming to 
understand their perspectives about their lifeworlds. As Polkinghorne (2007, p. 479) 
explains: 
Storied evidence is gathered not to determine if events actually happened but 
are about the meaning experienced by people whether or not the events are 
accurately described…..Storied texts serve as evidence for personal meaning, 
not for the factual occurrence of the events reported in the stories. 
 So, it was inconsequential whether what participants said occurred actually did 
happen. Instead what was important was whether they believed that it did and the 
impact this had upon their educational lifeworld. I believe in the veracity of the data 
that was collected with my participants because the evidence supports that.   
 
The trustworthiness of qualitative research has two components, the trustworthiness 
of the data collected and the trustworthiness of the analysis and re-presentation of the 
data. As has been detailed above I believe that the data that was collected was 
trustworthy because evidence was used to support the participant’s narratives, in the 
form of photographs taken during the project, historical photographs from the 
personal collections of some of the participants, artefacts, stories that were 
developed and expanded upon either during multiple consultations or through 
conversations with people who were not formally connected to the project and 
because member checks were employed. The overall consistency of the messages 
derived from these multiple data sources instilled confidence in me that at the very 
least, a shared understanding of realities –‘truths’, perhaps – was evident throughout 
the dataset. The trustworthiness of the analysis and re-presentation of the data was 
enhanced through techniques such as, participants being given their stories for 
comment and corrections. No requests for changes were forthcoming. The inclusion 
of raw data in the form of photographs both within this dissertation and within the 
accompanying photo story and the extensive use of direct quotes from the 
participants themselves further demonstrate the integrity with which the analysis and 
re-presentation of the evidence or data collected in this project proceeded. 
 
The veracity of a project and its transcription processes are closely linked. The next 
section will detail how transcription was managed. 
 
TRANSCRIPTION 
 
As Hennik and Weber (2013) explain, developing verbatim transcripts of oral 
evidence is a core task of qualitative research because the transcripts that are 
developed produce the textual data for analysis. Transcription also plays a significant 
part in establishing the trustworthiness of qualitative research (Hennik & Weber, 
2013; Poland, 1995). A verbatim transcript is normally produced by listening to an 
audio recording and typing the dialogue word for word into a document (Hennik & 
Weber, 2013).  Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) describe this transcription process as 
both time and labour intensive, with the potential to interrupt the flow between data 
collection and data analysis. Tilley (2003) notes that within the academy often the 
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people who are doing the transcribing (graduate students or administrative staff) did 
not conduct the interview and this can result in inaccurate or poorly transcribed data. 
The quality of the recording device can also result in incomplete or poor 
transcriptions. Poland (1995) identifies that there are three main challenges to 
transcription quality that need to be addressed: the deliberate alteration of data, the 
accidental alteration of data and the unavoidable alteration of data. These challenges 
were limited by utilising a number of steps that Poland proposed. 
 
During this project the learning conversations with my participants were recorded on 
an iPad using the HT Recorder application. This application provided high quality 
recordings that were easy to work with. The HT Recorder for iPad application offers 
a number of options to suit the environment in which the recording is occurring, such 
as in a conference room, a noisy environment or an auditorium. The application is 
very easy to use and can record for up to fifteen hours. The learning conversations 
were recorded in situations of the participants’ choosing, so that they felt at ease. As 
soon as possible after oral evidence had been collected transcription occurred. 
Before the transcription began I downloaded the recordings on to my computer and 
listened to them to ensure that the version on my computer was not corrupted in any 
way. This was to ensure that I had a number of copies of the recording so that data 
could not be lost. Transcription was completed by me and was very time consuming 
but it allowed me to become immersed in the data. I would listen to a few seconds of 
the recording in the application and then pause the recording. I would then transcribe 
those few seconds of the recording into a Word document. This was then repeated 
until the entire recording had been transcribed. Once I had a first draft of a recording 
I would then play the recording again whilst reading the transcription to check for 
accuracy. If there were any mistakes or omissions the recording was paused and the 
transcript altered. This process was then repeated until the transcript was complete 
and accurate. Copies of the transcripts were emailed to the participants or given to 
them in a hard copy. Member checks were employed so that the participants could 
check the accuracy of the transcriptions and it gave the participants the opportunity 
to add anything else that they thought was needed. Although the opportunity was 
there the participants chose not to provide any further insights from their transcripts. 
Once transcripts were completed the analysis of the data began. 
 
 
ANALYSIS 
The data analysis process was loosely modelled upon procedures from Dey (1993) 
and Carspecken (1996). After the data were transcribed I checked them for accuracy 
by listening to the recordings again whilst reading the transcriptions. I then read each 
transcript a number of times and made notes. Analysis began by selecting key 
themes that were visible throughout it. I went through the transcripts with a broad 
brush and then it became more specific. The research questions guided the 
distillation of the initial categories and then further categories become visible as 
analysis proceeded. Firstly, I looked for broad categories, such as family and 
schooling. I then coded the data that matched these broad categories. I then collected 
all the data that reflected the broad categories and looked for subcategories, such as 
positive or negative aspects of schooling. This procedure was repeated for each 
participant and then the analysis from each participant was viewed across the 
participants so that themes that were common or unique could be identified.  
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These categories were defined so it was understood what was meant by that 
categorical term and so that data could be assigned to that category. The terms and 
definitions themselves evolved throughout the analysis process. During the analysis 
stage of this project, NVIVO was one of the ways that data were organised. Software 
can be a valuable tool in the analysis of qualitative data but it is only a tool and 
cannot do the analysis by itself (Weitzman, 2000). All of the data that were 
collected, including transcripts of learning conversations, field notes, observations, 
photographs and informal conversations were coded according to these categories. 
This coding process was quite complex and time consuming, as there were many 
examples where data belonged to a number of categories. 
 
LIMITATIONS WITH THE PROJECT 
One of the most significant limitations that this project faced was the possibility that 
some of the younger participants saw me as an agent of the school and a ‘white’ 
authority figure and as a result were less willing to participate or allow me to gather 
quality data. I attempted to negate this limitation by engaging with the participants 
away from the school site in the hope that they will be less likely to associate me as 
an agent of the school.  
 
Another limitation was my lack of intimate familiarity with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander educational lifeworlds. These are complex and diverse sites that will 
take me a lifetime of research and work before I am anywhere near proficient in. I 
endeavoured to minimise this lack of familiarity by engaging in extensive reading on 
the topic and by making connections within the local Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Island community so that I could immerse myself within the local cultures.  
 
There was the possibility that my participants could not or would not share aspects 
of their cultural learning with me because I am a white researcher. As a result of the 
horrors that many researchers, even some well-intentioned ones, have committed 
there was the possibility that my participants could not trust me enough with 
sensitive aspects of their cultural journey. This may not have been a conscious 
decision but something that was present within wider family circles and an attitude 
that has filtered down to the younger participants. Although this was a possibility I 
do not believe that this was the case here. All of the participants volunteered to be 
involved and all were free to leave at any stage of the project, without fear of any 
reprisals. Informed consent was sought from the participants and their caregivers if 
they were minors. My project was an independent project and not one that was in 
any way connected to any other aspects of their lives where they may have felt 
pressure to participate. The educational lifeworlds of Will and Bart were often 
discussed with other people who were knowledgeable about their lifeworlds and they 
confirmed the idea that the participants were not understating their apparent lack of 
cultural knowledge. I did not believe that the older participants were withholding 
aspects of their cultural learning from me, as they were both open and seemingly 
eager to share their learning stories with me. Some of the power differentials, such as 
age and western education levels, which may have caused the younger participants to 
either withhold information or lack the ability to articulate that they did not wish to 
talk about something, was not present with David and Walter. Regardless of the 
numerous reasons, which have led me to the belief that the participants were not 
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concealing their cultural knowledge journeys with me this is something that I can 
never be certain about. This can be said about all aspects of the project though, as 
research can only ever uncover partial images of phenomena and these discoveries 
were framed by the lenses that I wear.   
 
HOW I ENACTED THE RESEARCH AND THE LESSONS THAT I 
LEARNED 
This research project has taught me so many things and has allowed me the 
opportunity to grow both as a researcher and as a human being. This project was 
occurring at the same time as a number of significant changes in my private life and 
at times the two seemed to be intertwined. During the last third of this project I fell 
pregnant with my beautiful daughter Francesca and that had an enormous impact on 
my project.  
 
 
Figure 5: Francesca 'helping' with the writing process 
At times I was not able to complete certain tasks, as I had planned, and I needed to 
find novel ways around the problems and the solutions were not things that I had 
written in to my original research plan. At the start of this project I moved from my 
home to another town where I was researching. After I found out that I was pregnant 
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I moved back home so that I could be closer to my family so they could help me 
with Francesca. This move was not in my original research plan. As a result of 
pregnancy complications I found it very difficult to make the drive back, to continue 
engaging with some of my participants, so we started connecting through e-research 
methods, namely email. This research method had both positives and negatives, like 
all methods. Using email to connect to my three oldest participants, Leo, David and 
Walter worked well because they all had easy access to computers and the Internet 
and were experienced with this as a ‘standard’ communication tool. It was also 
successful with these three participants as they all had very developed literacy skills. 
I did not connect through email with Bart and Nick as their access to email was 
inconsistent and I suspected that it would be easier to visit Bart and Nick in person. 
 
Another lesson that I learnt was about time and how much time everything within a 
project like this takes. Originally, I was going to connect with high school students at 
a large local high school through the Dream Aspire Reach Experience programme 
(DARE, see page 80 - 82). As a result, I spent an entire school term attempting to 
obtain ethical clearance from the principal and then participating in the programme, 
which was eventually shut down due to lack of participation. When a fulltime 
doctoral programme is of only three years duration, spending this amount of time 
waiting on something that does not yield the results that you thought it was going to 
yield, was very frustrating. What it did teach me was that when things do not go 
according to plan, you have to think creatively about your project and alter aspects of 
it so that you can complete your research. At times the restricted time period within 
which I had to complete my research felt very arbitrary and although I can 
understand the pragmatic reasons attached to these time constraints, particularly 
when scholarships are involved, I often fantasised about having unlimited time with 
this project and as a result being able to develop very deep relationships with my 
participants where we could come together as research partners to fully explore their 
educational lifeworlds. This would have been particularly beneficial with my 
younger participants, as I imagine that a number of the difficulties we experienced 
and limitations we encountered would have diminished with more time spent 
together and deeper relationships forged.  
 
Relationships were a vital aspect of this project as almost all of my participants came 
to partake in this research when someone else brokered the relationships. Although it 
was difficult to know what impact my racial identity, as a white woman, had on my 
participants, what seemed to be the most important thing about being accepted by 
my participants was that someone else, someone that they trusted, vouched for me. 
This occurred with all my participants, except Walter, who already knew me from 
working at the Indigenous Support Centre. My position and access as a researcher 
was quite fragile when I was so dependent upon others vouching for me, particularly 
when relationships broke down between my participant and the person who vouched 
for me. When these relationships broke down my relationship with the participant 
was also affected. Relationships and favour, between my participants and those who 
vouched for me, seemed to constantly be in flux and at times it was quite difficult to 
understand the details of what was occurring between people, as I was not always 
privy to the details of what was happening.  
 
This project was a continuous challenge to my imbedded white-centric worldview. 
Although I like to think of myself as not a racist or prejudiced person, there were 
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many examples where I had to reflect on the language I was using and the 
assumptions that I was making. It is testament to the omnipotence of the whiteness 
discourse that someone who is dedicating their professional life to examining critical 
racial issues can still fall back into white-centric thinking. I was very fortunate to be 
surrounded by people who were on the same journey as me, usually a lot further 
along than I was, attempting to shed this dominant group mindset. One of the 
examples where this happened was in my assumption that my participants did not 
provide photographs of what I thought of as ‘cultural places’, where I assumed 
important learning would occur, but they did provide many photographs of their 
families. This reflected my white assumption that cultural places are important sites 
for learning and this may be the case for some people, but it did not seem important 
for my participants. This concept of assuming and looking for learning in the wrong 
places was demonstrated in the work of Friedel (2011)  when she observed a discord 
between the assumption that Indigenous youth would engage with place-based 
learning because of the assumed importance of learning about nature within their 
culture. What became obvious with her research was that what was important to the 
Indigenous youth was the opportunity to relate to one another in kinship and 
community (Friedel, 2011).  
 
 
Figure 6: A site for cultural learning? Sculptures by Aboriginal artists that line an inner-city walkway in a park 
and somewhere I assumed might be an important site of learning for my participants.  
 
This discord between assumptions and actuality was present in my project where I 
made the assumption that place would be more important than it seemed to be, with 
regard to learning and the educational lifeworlds of my participants. There may be 
many reasons for this and one in particular may be the difference in understanding of 
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the idea of ‘place’ between my participants and myself. Although we know 
historically that place and country were a significant part of the educational 
lifeworlds of Indigenous Australians, it may be that due to the processes of 
colonisation and invasion and the fact that none of my participants lived on country, 
with some of them not even sure where their country was, that the traditional idea of 
cultural places being significant sites of learning has been disrupted among some 
Aboriginal peoples.  
 
I needed to pay particular attention to the possible cultural issues that may occur due 
to a white researcher researching Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander concerns. 
This began in the very early stages of my project where I had a formal cultural 
advisor attached to my project. She was someone who I talked to about my work and 
oversaw my plans and confirmation. During the project I attempted to alleviate the 
possible power differentials by offering my project up to discussion and approval 
from the Bunya Mountains Elders Council. This occurred because the immediate 
area that I worked within did not have a functional elders council with whom I could 
discuss my research plans. My project was introduced to the Elders Council by 
someone I had met through working at the Indigenous support centre at the 
university. The Council asked me to prepare an introduction about my background, 
the project, and myself that they could read. This aligned with the protocol for 
introducing one’s self with Indigenous people where one provides information about 
one’s cultural location, so that connections can be made about their social, political 
and cultural grounds (Moreton-Robinson, 2000).  
 
Below is a copy of what I submitted to the Elders Council: 
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Bunya Mountains Elders Group 
My name is Jill Guy. I was born in Mackay and moved to 
Brisbane when I was 12. I love spending time with my friends and having a drink 
and a dance on the week-end. I live with my beautiful red staffy and two naughty 
cats and they are the lights of my life. Growing up in Mackay and Brisbane I 
witnessed an enormous amount of inequity and inequality surrounding Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander issues for no other reasons then their Indigeneity. This 
made me determined to somehow be a part of disrupting the status quo. To do this I 
completed my Bachelor of Education where I conducted my Honours project 
surrounding a Parent School Partnership Initiative Co-ordinator in a Brisbane state 
primary school. I am now living in Toowoomba on Jarowair land as I am enrolled in 
my PhD at the University of Southern Queensland, Toowoomba campus. My project 
is exploring the educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
adolescents. I hope that my project will be able to show the huge amount of learning 
that occurs within the lives of Indigenous adolescents that is currently being ignored 
and devalued within Australia’s formal schooling arenas. I want this project to 
contribute to the changing of Australian schooling so that it becomes more effective 
for Indigenous students. My project relates to Indigenous education because I know 
that there is a huge amount of knowledge that is being ignored. My non-Indigenous 
thinking does not allow me the capacity to answer my research questions. I 
acknowledge that there has been and continues to be violence committed against 
Indigenous Australians and that the Indigenous community is still suffering from this 
trauma. I feel that the only way to overcome this is to develop trusting, long term 
and reciprocal relationships with Indigenous individuals and groups so that I can 
research and teach more effectively and better inform the national policy debates. I 
understand from the Jarowair that we are to preserve, protect and promote country. I 
respect the wisdom of the Elders and consequently I need the support of the 
Indigenous community before I can take my project any further. With respect, I 
would like the Bunya Mountains Elders Group to support my project, provide 
advice, constructive criticism, suggestions of changes and I would like to meet them 
personally and talk to them at some stage when their busy agenda allows. Thank you 
for your time. 
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Below is the response I received after they had received my submission: 
 
 
 
Figure 7: A screen grab of the email I received regarding the Elders’ meeting 
 
As they were happy with this information I was invited to the next meeting, which 
happened at the university. At this meeting I was introduced to all the Elders and 
allowed to talk briefly about what I was hoping to do and then the Elders had an 
opportunity to question me further. After this meeting they gave their support and 
approval for my research project to proceed and then I was given permission to start 
collecting data.  
 
I began this research journey with two white supervisors who were both committed 
to critical theory and the cause of attempting to disrupt the status quo. Along the way 
it became clear that one of them had a different interpretation of critical research 
than the one that I shared. Although he claimed to share a similar theoretical frame 
to me, the way we chose to deploy our critical consciousness in both our research 
and lives differed considerably. At this point I thought it would be advantageous to 
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find a co-supervisor who could provide a frame of reference that may not have been 
always available to my other supervisor and myself. I was very fortunate that the 
Director of the Indigenous Support Centre, a Western Arrernte man, became my 
second supervisor. He was able to provide insights into aspects of my project that 
were not immediately visible to me due to my embedded white-centric thinking. I 
hoped that he would be able to provide tools to help me widen my two dimensional 
way of thinking and writing to become more holistic.  
 
While I was waiting for ethics clearance to be granted, both by the Elders Council 
and the principal of the local high school where I was originally supposed to be 
working, I completed a racial audit of the town. This consisted of me photographing 
aspects of the town that seemed as if they were significant, either in terms of visible 
sites of Indigeneity or glaring omissions of Aboriginality. I completed this audit by 
walking and driving around the streets, public spaces and the high school and 
photographing artefacts that I felt were reflective of Aboriginality or the invisibility 
of Aboriginality. I also asked three Aboriginal people, who seemed to have high 
levels of cultural knowledge, to conduct a racial audit of the town. I knew these 
people from working within the Indigenous Support Centre. They all agreed that 
they would complete the racial audit and then we were to discuss the photographs 
that were taken and the motivations behind those photographs. Unfortunately this did 
not work out as I had planned and two of the people who I had asked decided not to 
take any photographs at all and the other person took one photograph.  
 
Once it became clear that I needed to move on from the DARE project, at the high 
school, as a potential data source, I was introduced to Ian, who was the director of a 
local drop-in centre. The drop-in centre was a place for people to go either as a safe 
space or somewhere to receive help with schooling, employment and any other 
assistance that may be necessary. It was not a purely Indigenous centre but they did 
have a high Indigenous population. I spoke to Ian at length on a number of occasions 
about my project and about my ideas about education and he was very supportive of 
the goals of my project. He introduced me to both Will and Bart and assured them 
and their parents that I was someone who could be trusted and that being a 
participant in my project would be beneficial. Consequently, I spent a number of 
days at the drop-in centre waiting to catch up with Will and Bart so that we could 
start to develop a relationship where they felt comfortable with me. There were a 
number of times at the drop-in centre when Bart’s father, Nick, was there, so we had 
opportunities to talk together. It evolved that Nick, Bart and I reached a point where 
we no longer needed to catch up at the drop-in centre and we met at their house and 
had our learning conversations around the kitchen table. I did not develop this sort of 
relationship with Will’s family and as a result I was dependent upon my meetings 
with Will at the centre. When Will stopped going to the centre my contact with him 
was cut short. Ian did take me to his house once, to meet him and Bart’s mother, but 
it was decided after that meeting that it was not safe for me to continue to meet Will 
at his house without another person, like Ian, with me. This seemed to be because of 
the alleged instability of some of the people who lived there, such as Bart’s mother. 
The drop-in centre was a significant site where I was able to meet a number of 
people who featured in Will and Bart’s lives, such as their family friend Keith. It was 
also a source of information (from a number of different people) about people who 
featured heavily in Bart’s life story, such as his mother. This information seemed to 
support the stories that Bart and Nick told me about her. 
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Ian allowed me to come with him when he performed various aspects of his role as 
director of the drop-in centre, such as, home visits, grant writing and planning and 
meetings with people who assisted many of the young Indigenous people who 
accessed the drop-in centre, such as barristers with Aboriginal Legal Aid. This 
allowed me to gain some perspective on other aspects of the educational lifeworlds 
of some of my participants. Shadowing Ian during these duties was at times quite 
disheartening, as it allowed me an opportunity to access parts of the lifeworlds of 
some of my participants, often parts that they had not spent much time exploring 
with me, as well as provided a window into how many people in society viewed the 
lifeworlds of Indigenous peoples. These experiences demonstrated how ingrained the 
discourse of educational incapability and the discourse of lack is, with so many 
people within this society, even people who proclaim their desire to help. This is 
when Martin Nakata’s question becomes so important, “From whose point of view 
are we lacking?” (Nakata, 2001, p. 341).  
 
One of the major issues is that there seems to be very little critical reflection 
regarding the system, institutions and the dominant group that manoeuvres 
Indigenous peoples into this subjugated position. This is not saying that Indigenous 
peoples are completely powerless but rather, that the dominant group has so much 
power that many Indigenous peoples have internalised this discourse of deficit (Du 
Bois, 1903; Fanon, 1963). When one looks at education and particularly at 
Indigenous education, one can see that the focus is upon ‘fixing’ or ‘helping’ 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to fit into the system better. There 
seems to be a vacuum surrounding how the system can be changed to accommodate 
all the students who do not fit neatly into the white-centric education system. A 
majority of the research seems to focus on Closing–The–Gap, which really means 
how can ‘we’ (members of the dominant group) make the assimilation of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students more effective and efficient?    
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CHAPTER 5. 
PARTICIPANT STORIES 
 
This chapter introduces the stories of my participants through the use of their own 
words and their own photographs. A narrative style has been used to weave our 
learning conversations together and to paint a picture of the participants and their 
lifeworlds. Participant photographs are used in this chapter but the additional photo 
essay (found on the accompanying cd) provides a number of photographs that are not 
physically featured in the written thesis but they have figured in the learning 
conversations. This chapter has been organised chronologically, with the youngest 
participant presented first and the oldest participant last. With each participant I have 
written a personal reflection about working with him as well as their narrative. 
Throughout the five participant stories I have extensively drawn upon my learning 
conversations with the participants. With direct quotes I have used italics to 
symbolise that it is their words that you are reading, rather than my own. 
 
WILL 
Reflections on working with Will 
Will was my first participant, so initially I was not confident with my own research 
skills. This was something that developed throughout the course of the project. It 
was also quite difficult working with Will because of his seemingly limited linguistic 
and conceptual structures, which may have been related to his very young age and 
his understandable lack of experience with the research process. Conversely, there is 
the possibility that the instances where his conversational interactions with me were 
limited were culturally mediated and related to the power differentials in our 
relationship. This was not the impression that I received though, as Will and I 
developed a friendly relationship, which included more than just our research 
interactions. Will was very enthusiastic about taking photographs about his 
lifeworld, although the learning conversations that we had regarding the photographs 
were, at times, quite challenging due to the limited and sometimes superficiality of 
our conversations. These limitations made it quite challenging to explore the 
complexity of his educational lifeworld. Consequently, this was a particularly 
challenging vignette to put together.  
 
It also became challenging to complete my intended research process with Will as 
our relationship was cut short due to unforeseen circumstances. My connection to 
Will was brokered through the drop-in centre and with our mutual relationship to 
Ian, the Director. Throughout the course of the project Will abruptly stopped 
attending the drop-in centre and so my previously easy access to Will was halted. Ian 
did take me to Will’s house once, after he had stopped going to the centre, but this 
visit seemed quite strained. Will was now no longer as free to discuss his thoughts 
with me as his family were there, listening to everything he said. The mother of Bart, 
another participant, was also living at Will’s house and I experienced her erratic and 
unpredictable behaviour which led Ian to the opinion that it would not be safe for me 
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to visit the house alone. Consequently, my relationship with Will ended abruptly. I 
did try to continue my relationship with Will by brokering relationships with his 
mother and their family friend, Keith, but these attempts were unsuccessful. The 
consequence of Will’s limited linguistic and conceptual structures became my 
reliance on intuition and creativity as a researcher (Janesick, 2001). Consequently, 
with Will’s vignette and the resultant analysis, I did not purely focus on what he said 
in our learning conversations. Rather, I included the data that I (at times informally) 
collected from Will, his peers, family and those who worked with him.  There 
became far more reliance on my intuition, as well as both assumptive and 
presumptive work, with such a young participant than there was with my older 
participants. 
 
WILL’S NARRATIVE 
Will was my youngest participant and the first to join the project. He knows that he 
is Aboriginal because “Well, Dad’s side and Mum’s side. My mum’s real dad was 
Indigenous.” I was spending time at a drop-in centre and Ian, the director, introduced 
us. When I met Will he was 9 years old and in grade 4 at school. Will is the youngest 
of three boys. His brother Stephan was 20 years old and he and his partner Nina gave 
birth to a baby boy, Malakai, during the course of the project. His other brother, 
Damon was 16 years old and he and his partner Kim had a 2-year-old daughter, 
Mikayla, and were pregnant with their second child. Will made very few comments 
about his impending unclehood. He did not mention how aspects of his life might be 
altered, as one might expect from a nine year old boy, for example having to share 
toys, but instead he hypothesised about the sex of this baby and this seemed like 
quite an ‘adult’ perspective. “Well everybody reckons it’s a boy….It’s a boy”. Both 
of Will’s brothers and their partners and children lived at home with Will. Will also 
has a foster sister, Ann-Marie, who was 12 years old. Ann-Marie is not Indigenous 
and according to Will “gives Mum harrikarrri (trouble).” Will’s parents were still 
together but, according to official government records, they had split up and the 
father was no longer living with the family. 
 
Will had a number of pets that lived with the family, including Rambo (figure 8) and 
Nibbles. Rambo was Will’s dog and he was in the process of trying to train him and 
took lots of photos of him during the project. “Every time he has a photo he will sit 
down. Look I will show you. ‘Rambo, come on boy, come here.” Will’s uncle had 
abused the other dog, Nibbles. “And that’s our biggest dog but she’s not the oldest. 
She is still a puppy…. We can train Rambo but we can’t train Nibbles…Cause she 
was alright before my uncle got her….Yeah she got bashed.” Will seemed to have 
developed his own dog training method for Rambo. “If he starts biting I just get the 
lemon and rub it on his nose….I don’t like to smack dogs.” He discovered that this 
method worked while he was at home one day. “Well I was eating lemon one day 
and I gave him a bit and he didn’t like it.” 
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Figure 8: Will's dog Rambo 
Will has a large family on both sides and he thought that he had “probably a few 
hundred” cousins but mostly he would see “my five cousins.” Will did not think that 
he learnt anything from his cousins, “not really, just normally play.” Will would 
often spend time with his grandmother out at Millmerran (a small town in South 
West Queensland, approximately 50 kilometres West of the town that Will lived in).  
 
Will appeared to be a very grown up, independent child and when I talked to him I 
often forgot that he was yet to reach double digits in age. One of his favourite things 
to do was cooking. “Cause I like cooking.” He did a lot of cooking with his Mum 
and they had a big book called 101 Desserts, which they used. Will’s “favourite 
thing to cook is cake” and his favourite cake to cook was “caramel fudge cake”. 
Whenever someone was cooking in the house Will was learning how to cook it. 
When Stephan turned 20, Nina threw him a surprise party and cooked double 
sausages and mashed potato for his birthday dinner. While Nina was cooking this 
meal she taught Will how to cook it. Will was one of the three people who decorated 
the house for his brother’s party. “It was me and Nina’s sister and one of Stephan’s 
mates…Just balloons, we just had black material left over so we used it to cover our 
tables.” Will had also been taught how to use the washing machine. Bonnie (Will’s 
Mum) taught him how to do it and he chose the water temperature according to how 
cold or hot the day was. He also did the washing and drying of the dishes. Even 
though Will was only 9 he played an active part in caring for younger members of 
the family. He looked after Mikayla and taught her how to do somersaults and she 
copied whatever he did. “I’ll be playing around with her and I’ll do a micky flip in 
the kitchen or the lounge room and then….and she will copy me.” 
 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
99	  
Will enjoyed going to the park and his favourite thing to do in the park was to play 
on the swings. “Play on the swings and on the slides and stuff…The swings are my 
favourite.” He also had a skateboard that he rode and would occasionally fall off. 
“My sprained foot….at the skate park on the half pipe…yep dropping it in the half 
pipe but it didn’t work.” Will and his family often spent their holidays at Caloundra, 
which is a family orientated beach town on the Sunshine Coast in Queensland. 
During the September holidays they spent two weeks there with his parents, Damon, 
Kim and Mikayla. Will said that he was pretty good at swimming in the ocean and 
that no one taught him how to do it, he just taught himself. 
 
It was very difficult to understand the full story about where Will was enrolled in 
formal education, whether it was home education or his local school or whether there 
was a third unseen option. This was because his enrolment pattern kept changing and 
it seemed as if nobody wanted to tell me exactly what was happening. This may have 
been because Will’s family, and those who worked with him, either were not entirely 
sure of what was happening with his schooling themselves or that they may have 
been distrustful of what I might do with the information. Sometimes Will collected 
work from school and then handed it back in but did not attend classes. Schools 
might like to keep Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students ‘on their books’, as 
there is funding attached to having Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
enrolled, but without actually having such ‘troublesome’ students physically in the 
classroom. I was unable to uncover Will’s formal schooling arrangements, possibly 
because throughout Will’s schooling career he had alternated between formal 
schooling and home education. It was not a simple case of home education, because 
at times he was enrolled at the local State school, and then at other times he would 
be removed from the local State school to be home schooled again. In Queensland, 
home education is education that is provided by either one or both of the child’s 
parents or a registered teacher at the child’s residence. The registration of a child for 
home education is subject to the following conditions (the standard conditions of 
registration)— 
(a) the child’s parents must ensure the child receives a 
high-quality education; 
(b) a parent of the child must give to the chief executive a 
written report on the educational progress of the child 
while undertaking home education; 
(c) a parent of the child must notify the chief executive of 
any change in the address of the child’s usual place of 
residence within 28 days after the change happens (Queensland Government, 
2014).  
 
When I first met Will he was being home schooled, as well as being tutored by Lee 
at the drop-in centre every Thursday. During our first learning conversation, Will 
had been working with Lee for four weeks. They would meet every Thursday 
morning for a couple of hours. Will preferred working with Lee to being at school as 
he got to work one on one rather than in a big group. “It’s better…well it’s cause you 
don’t work in such a big group.” 
Maths and Physical Education were Will’s favourite subjects. “All maths stuff…yeah 
it’s one of my favourite subjects….It goes maths and then P.E.” 
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Will’s mother taught him the most things when he was at home, as everyone else 
went to work or was out of the house. The things that his mother taught him were 
chores, such as cooking and washing, rather than the home schooling that was 
supposed to happen. She also taught him how to be self sufficient, so that when he 
sprained his ankle when he fell off his skateboard at the half pipe, she taught him 
how to bandage his ankle. Home education and understanding what constitutes a 
‘quality’ (as required by the conditions surrounding home education) education may 
have been quite difficult for Will’s mother. It was most likely that she had limited 
positive experiences with school herself, as this is the situation that many Indigenous 
Australians are faced with (Ngarritjan-Kessaris, 1994). There is also the challenge to 
teach the curriculum when you do not have the skills and experiences of those of a 
registered teacher.  
 
In his year 4 class at the local State Primary School the teacher continually sat him at 
the back of the classroom, despite his requests to sit up the front so that he could see 
and hear better. “Cause they put me up the back of the class…..I don’t know cause I 
was always up the front….It’s easy to be closer to the board…To see and I could see 
and hear better.” Will thought that it was easier to work up the front because you 
were closer to the board. The times when the teacher did allow him to move up the 
front he was the student who was blamed for the trouble that his female neighbour 
got in to. “Well my classmate kept talking to me and I didn’t talk back but I got in 
trouble for it.”  He was then moved to the back of the class again, next to a student 
called Heather, who was a difficult student to sit next to, as she continually chose not 
to follow the teacher’s directions. “Every morning I go in there and there’s stuff all 
over my desk…I don’t know, she thinks she can do whatever she wants in school 
time…..Like she’ll get told to do something and then she’ll pull out one of her 
colouring pens and stuff and just keep finishing it”. Will stopped attending the local 
state school completely but he picked up and handed back work to the teacher. The 
teacher would give him a couple of pages of work each week and he would generally 
complete them and drop them off. The school arranged for Will to do his schoolwork 
at the drop-in centre and Will preferred that. “I don’t have to go a certain amount of 
time. I just come up here and do my work. Cause that’s what they arranged, the 
school.” 
 
Will did not learn about many Indigenous issues or perspectives in class. He did do a 
painting of the Aboriginal flag where he did “all the little bits of pieces and stuff 
around the Aboriginal flag”’. The painting was hanging up above the board and Will 
believed that the colours of the Aboriginal flag (figure 9) represent “Well red down 
the bottom that’s the red dirt, the yellow spot that’s the sun and then black is the 
night sky.” Will’s understanding of the meaning of such an important symbol for 
Aboriginal peoples was incorrect and his explanation really unsettled me because the 
colours have very important meanings. Black represents the Aboriginal people of 
Australia; the red represents the red earth, the red ochre and the spiritual connection 
to the land, while the yellow represents the sun, the giver of life (AIATSIS, 2014). 
This misunderstanding became a really telling point of his understanding of his own 
culture. A discussion of this features more prominently in the later analysis of Will’s 
story. 
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Figure 9: Aboriginal Flag ("Aboriginal Flag," 2013). 
 
Will and his family seemed to have learnt much of their cultural knowledge from 
their family friend, Keith. Keith was an Aboriginal man who made his living from 
travelling around to schools and other cultural sites to perform ‘Aboriginal’ culture. 
How genuine or deep the level of Keith’s cultural knowledge was has been brought 
in to question by a large number of people who knew him and who have spoken to 
me about it. There could be a number of reasons for this lack of confidence in the 
veracity of what Keith knew and did, that did not become apparent through the 
course of this project. Despite the uncertainty surrounding Keith and his 
qualifications, he was a part of a network of cultural learning and out of home 
learning that Will participated in. This was an example of Will’s learning in the 
broader environment.  Keith did things like “make didgeridoos, clap sticks and all 
that stuff”.  
 
Will seemed unaware of most of his family history. Both his parents were Aboriginal 
and his mum’s “real dad” was also Aboriginal. Will had always known he was 
Aboriginal but he did not know his country. He knew that his mum was from 
Australia and he thought that she was born in Pittsworth or Millmerran, where he 
also thinks his Dad was born. He did not know what his mob was called and he 
“does not ask those kind of questions.” If he was going to ask he would ask Keith. 
He thought that he might ask his mum, but not his dad. He did not think that his 
parents would know any of that information and he had done some “Aboriginal” 
things with Keith before. He had made boomerangs and wurra wurras. “So it’s like a 
little surfboard thing with strings at the end of it.” He could explain the technicalities 
of making the implements but had very limited knowledge about the stories behind 
them. “You’ve got to cut them out and sand them off…You’ve just got to draw it up 
on the board, cut it out, you just got to put a hole in the tip of it, put some string 
through...I think it’s for um I don’t know.” Will knew more about boomerangs. 
“Yeah yeah there’s hunting boomerangs that don’t come back …and then the little 
ones that come back…They get birds…I’ve only got one to come back.” He had also 
made a didgeridoo. “You got to find an empty log that termites have eaten the middle 
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out of, so it’s probably got to be about that big. Yeah and then you tip wax down 
it…You just sand it and give it a coat of paint.” He got his brother to paint two 
snakes down the side of it and a goanna along the top of it. Will chose those animals 
to decorate his didgeridoo because that was what didgeridoos were “normally” like. 
Will did not know what his totem was but he would have liked to have known all 
that information. He thought his brothers might know it but he was not really sure. 
Despite Will’s purported lack of cultural knowledge he often wore clothing and 
accessories that displayed his Aboriginality. 
 
Will loved football and the Broncos were his favourite team. Will also enjoyed 
playing pool as he had had a pool table at his home since he was six. At first he was 
unable to play as he was too short for the table. Lee allowed Will to play pool at the 
drop-in centre after he had finished his work. 
 
Despite Will being one of the youngest people to spend time at the drop-in centre, he 
carried a lot of influence with deciding on what activities to do. “It was a nice day so 
I had this idea to cook sausages and onions and that kind of stuff….Well it was a 
nice day and there was no wind and then everybody was just sitting inside doing 
nothing so I thought we’d have a barbeque.” Will already knew how to cook 
sausages so he organised everyone to help and participate. The drop-in centre had a 
garden bed and a large hardware company had donated seedlings. Will had 
participated in planting the vegetables, “pumpkins, peas, lettuce and what is it called 
with the seeds and purple” and planned what he might cook with the produce, such 
as pumpkin soup. 
 
There were often many people visiting his already very full house, with lots of 
friends of Will’s parents and older siblings who spent time there. Will would often 
go to places such as the skate park, with the friends of his brothers. Will’s house 
seemed to be the centre for a number of meetings between Keith, Will’s family and 
friends. I was present at one of the meetings and the purpose appeared to be about 
starting a new Indigenous dance troupe and other cultural performances that could be 
sold to schools and festivals. My help was requested with finding schools or festivals 
to hire the dance troupe. The people present were from a number of different groups 
and yet they were organising ‘Aboriginal’ activities without any acknowledgement 
of the diversity present amongst them. 
 
BART 
Reflections on working with Bart 
 
Although Bart was quite young I did not seem to encounter the same difficulties as I 
did with Will, although there were other challenges. I spent more time with Bart than 
any of the other participants and one of the helpful aspects of this relationship with 
Bart was that I also developed a research relationship with his father, Nick. In some 
circumstances, having someone there, particularly a parent, might have been quite 
restrictive but this did not seem to be the case with Bart. In fact having his father 
present at all our learning conversations seemed to make Bart feel more relaxed and 
even helped him remember things that he wanted to discuss. When Bart, Nick and I 
met, four the learning conversations, we always met in their kitchen, where we sat 
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around their kitchen table.  At times it became quite a family affair with other 
members of his family popping in, and during one learning conversation Bart’s 
three-year-old niece sat on my lap and looked through Bart’s photos with us. This 
family participation in the research project enabled me to see aspects of Bart’s 
educational lifeworld that might not have been visible had Bart and I met by 
ourselves, somewhere outside his home. When the three of us were having 
conversations Nick and Bart were able to go and find old photographs from their 
family album to illustrate what they were telling me about family events. Nick was 
able to add a dimension of family history that Bart did not possess. When talking to 
them they were both able to remind and prompt each other of things, which then led 
to deeper discussions.  
 
Bart and Will and their respective families were friends and had been for a very long 
time. Bart and Nick were able to explain and talk about many aspects of Bart and 
Will’s educational lifeworlds that Will could not or did not want to discuss. At times 
I found this access to information difficult as I had become privy to stories and 
information about another family, who were also in my project, but who had not 
offered the information. This reflected the complexities of my participants’ 
lifeworlds as Will and Bart’s experiences were often interwoven but their and their 
family’s perceptions of the experiences were often competing and contradictory. 
Bart lived with his father but that had not always the case. Bart, Nick and I had a 
number of conversations about Bart’s mother, Susan, whom I met at Will’s house 
where we spoke about a number of Indigenous topics. I approached the meeting with 
his mother with some trepidation after the stories I had been told by Bart, Nick and 
Ian (the drop-in centre director) as well, it seemed, as anyone who had ever met 
Susan. During my conversations with Susan I was convinced that Bart and Nick (and 
all the other people I had spoken with) had not been exaggerating. She appeared to 
have mixed attitudes towards Bart and explained to me how his father was raising 
him without acknowledging his Aboriginality as well as how Bart had been taken off 
her. Bart and Nick disagreed with Susan’s story both regarding how Bart had come 
to live with his father and also the topic of his Aboriginal cultural learning.  When 
someone asked her how Bart was she said that she “had no son”. She seemed very 
angry and appeared to be under the influence of drugs. At times the conversation was 
very difficult to follow. It was extremely helpful to have met Susan, after the 
numerous discussions that I had with Bart and Nick about her and the impact that she 
had on Bart’s life. 
 
Once again I have used italics to denote when participants are speaking. If a quote 
has come from Nick I have included his name in square brackets before the quote. 
All the other quotes that do not have the name [Nick] before them are an indication 
that Bart is speaking. I have organised it in this way because Bart was my participant 
and the majority of the quotes are from him. 
 
BART’S NARRATIVE 
Bart was my second youngest participant. 
 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
104	  
 
 Figure 10: Bart sitting in his kitchen 
Bart (figure 10 and 12) was 12 when I first met him at the drop-in centre. Ian 
introduced me to Nick (figure 11 and 19), Bart’s father and Bart when they dropped 
in one afternoon. Will and Bart were friends and Will had spoken to Bart about my 
project and had suggested that he do it as well. Bart did not have the phenotypical 
features of an Aboriginal person. Bart’s father is non-Indigenous and his mother is 
Aboriginal. Bart’s parents were not together and Bart had lived with his father for 
about 1 year. There had been numerous issues surrounding Susan, Bart’s mother. 
Nick encountered the same problems while raising their first three children. 
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Figure 11: Nick standing outside their flat 
[Nick] – “That’s why I sort of stuck around because I didn’t know what was ever 
going to become of them. I was always a bit worried that they’d get broken up in 
homes or taken off her or whatever and that’s what worried me. So I sort of hung in 
there for them and then when Bart come along, it all started again and I thought no 
I’m not going through this so I just pulled the pin on it all.” Bart had two brothers 
and an older sister and they were significantly older than him. Bart’s sister, Liz, had 
a three-year-old daughter, Polly. His older brother, John, had a five-year-old 
daughter, Helen. Nick and Bart often looked after Polly and Bart helped to keep her 
occupied and taught her how to count. Bart and Nick had a dog called Bridie, and a 
cat called, Benny that lived with them. “And that’s our dog……Staffy….Bridie….She 
sits but the owner is Mark.” Susan, Bart’s mother, lived with Will’s family as the 
two mothers were best friends. “They are best mates and I don’t like them one bit.”  
 
Bart’s mother told him that he was Aboriginal when he was much younger. Bart’s 
mother had only discovered her Aboriginality, about ten years beforehand, when she 
was an adult with three children. At one point she had left the family and went down 
to Sydney and eventually met her grandmother who was “black as the ace of 
spades.” This seemed to cause a huge paradigm shift as she went from being racist 
and derogatory towards Indigenous Australians to being very passionate about her 
Aboriginality. [Nick] – “Like one of my father’s brothers, he married me auntie and 
she’s part Aboriginal and my cousin Don, you could see it like John in him. Then his 
sister, Susan, she’s white and then Megsy. Keithy well he’s sort of olive like yeah but 
it went dark, white, all the way down the line. My wife used to go about oh your 
black cousins are here and your black cousins and that. And I had another bloke we 
used to do roof tiling together. Bailey his name was and he was Aboriginal too, I’d 
known him for a long time and your black mate’s here. She hated blacks, really 
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hated them but when she found out she had it in her….it was a total turn around, you 
couldn’t say a bad word about a blackfella or anything….She was a real hypocrite 
with all that you know”. According to Nick and Bart she had limited cultural 
knowledge and she had just picked up bits and pieces from people over the years. 
 
Bart’s mother often told Bart that she was ‘just about’ to start the next big venture. 
[Bart] – “Own a limo…..Getting an aeroplane……Got a payout for 
something….Someone bought her tickets to go to England…Hiring a huge house 
down the coast with a swimming pool….Might have a caretaking job.” Nick and Bart 
wondered about her mental stability. [Nick] – “I think she’s got bipolar……She’s got 
a very bad pot habit and I think that’s a lot to do with why she’s, I think it’s caused 
bipolar or something.” Susan had been taking Bart to see a psychologist but that 
stopped soon after Bart moved in with his father. [Nick] – “And she had him going 
to a psychologist and when he come with me I took him back to the psychologist and 
she was nice. After two sessions she said he doesn’t need to come anymore because 
she could see why he was stressed out and that was because of his mother. As soon 
as he come with me he was a different kid.” [Bart] - “She thought I had problems but 
it was actually her. Cause I was losing it over her.” 
 
Bart and Nick thought that Susan was using her Aboriginality as a key to receive 
extra money and handouts. [Nick] – “You know they could see what was happening 
but I think she was using him to try and get money from this one and that one, like I 
think that’s what it was all about.” [Bart] - “She used to go like to churches and that 
and used to get like free, she used to go where you get your cards. Mum used to go 
there all the time, like to Woolworths and that…..Food vouchers and used to get 
them from this place and apparently dad was supposed to go there. He was doing it 
hard and that and mum was going there and she used Dad’s last name and Dad 
couldn’t get any cards or nothing.” The quest for anything that she could get for free 
might have been connected to her drug and alcohol dependence. [Bart] -  
“Apparently you used to get dressed, Dad used to get dressed up really nice to go out 
for lunch or something and mum would go to a refuge and eat soup.” [Nick] – “No 
that was down in Wollongong years ago. She said I know of a place, I know of a 
place and we went to this place where all old street fellas go and have a feed and it 
was free. And I thought you’ve got to be kidding me and here we are all dressed nice 
and everything. Anything she could get for free, like if she can get a caretaking job, 
minding somebody’s house where she doesn’t have to pay rent this is what she’s 
always up to so it gives her more money for her pot and her alcohol. That’s what it 
is all about.” 
 
Bart’s brothers and sister all identified differently with regard to their Aboriginality. 
[Nick]- John does because of his daughter and that so he …yeah cause it might get 
her something that you can’t get if you’re white whatever. I reckon that’s a wrong 
rule. It should be that we’re all Australian, we’re all entitled to the same thing you 
know?” [Bart] -  “But John you can really see it in him, like he’s got dark skin to 
him.” [Nick] – “He’s the darker one out of all the kids.” [Bart] -  “He’s got that bit, 
got that dark….it’s like he’s been out in the sun the whole time and gone brown, 
that’s what he’s like sort of but not as brown.” [Nick] – “He’s got the black hair 
whereas the rest of the kids haven’t you know? I think he’s more from his mother 
yeah he’s got the same attitude like her too.” But John’s other siblings, Mark and 
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Liz, did not identify with their Aboriginality, “not so much I don’t think no.” Bart 
said that he identified, “sort of, a little bit.” 
 
 
Figure 12: Bart playing one of his guitars 
Music (figure 12) was an important part of this family and all three boys played the 
guitar and Polly received a number of musical instruments for her third birthday. 
Bart received a guitar for his birthday and although he could not read music and did 
not know many chords, his brother was going to teach him those things. Bart had 
thought of following his love of music into formal education. “I’ve been thinking 
about doing a music class at Centenary next year.” Bart also enjoyed Nitro Circus 
(A sports collective who rode dirt bikes and performed stunts), Crusty Demons 
(daredevil motorcyclists) and working on cars.  “They do some pretty cool stunts. Oh 
no they’re on like scooters, skateboards, monster trucks, motor bikes, buggies.” Bart 
came from a Ford family and his favourite car was a GT. Bart could discuss 
changing a diff and he had worked on cars since he was young. Despite Bart’s age he 
had some experience with driving cars. “I can drive an automatic in the bush but I 
don’t know how to drive a manual.” Bart and Nick engaged in a number of projects 
together, such as working on cars and painting Bart’s scooter on which Bart had 
learnt to do a tail whip.  
 
Since he had moved from his mother’s custody to his father’s, he had learnt many 
things. His Dad taught him maths skills like addition and subtraction. Bart had only 
learnt to tell the time since he moved in with his dad. “He learnt me how to do 
time….A bit of adding up and taking away”. His father also moved him from being 
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‘home schooled’ to the Denise Kable School2, to Rangeville State School and then 
he started high school and was slowly transitioned into fulltime studies. “He helped 
put me in school.” Bart did not enjoy going to Denise Kable, “They sort of take kids 
like haven’t been at school and that. I don’t like it there, there’s always 
fights….There’s been kids there a couple of times taking knives to school….I was 
there two years ago for like a year and a half and then I ended up going there and I 
thought oh it’s better than staying at home and when I was first living with Dad I 
thought I may as well go there a little bit instead of staying at home and then yeah I 
want to get out of there.”  
[Nick] - And one kid takes his smokes. He stands out the front and smokes and he’s 
thirteen year old or whatever and then the teachers take his smokes off him and give 
them back in the afternoon and that. More or less they said we do things different 
here to other schools. You know they’d be expelled for that but we don’t do that. And 
I thought what is it knives and guns they can take and give them back in the 
afternoon.”   
 
Bart moved from Denise Kable school to attend part-time at Rangeville State school 
in preparation for high school the following year. Bart started to enjoy doing maths 
once his dad had taught him some of the basic skills that he had missed out on 
learning during his years of home schooling. “I’ve been doing my add ups and take 
always and yeah I’ve been doing that and doing my angles like say if you hit a pool 
ball there it would go there yeah we’ve been doing that stuff….Yeah sometimes I 
don’t like it and sometimes I do. It’s like pretty cool when you are doing them all 
right….And then you want to do them again.” Bart had mixed feelings about high 
school because he had been out of school for such a long time and it was very hard 
to get back into a routine. Bart’s mother, Susan, had moved Bart between schools 
and had then decided to take him out of school. Bart had been at Harristown State 
School, Sacred Heart, North State School and then Nobby State School. He also 
went he went to Denise Kable school for a period of time. He was withdrawn from 
schools for a period of three years and during that time Bart said that he did nothing. 
“Yeah all the time just going to the Gilbert’s all the time and I didn’t want to do 
that.” Most of the time Bart was home schooled by Bonnie Gilbert, Will’s mum. 
Susan told Bart that he was not going to go to school because he was being bullied 
and that he was going to be home schooled but he did not want that to happen. 
“Cause all the bullies and that and she’s like, No you’re getting home schooled and I 
didn’t want that either.” The home schooling consisted of him doing chores for the 
Gilberts. Will and Bart were friends and their mothers were best friends. When Bart 
was supposedly being home schooled, Bonnie, Will’s mother, was supposedly the 
teacher. “Her friend Bonnie was doing it and she was hopeless at it.” Bart did not do 
any work but made a lot of coffees and lunches for the two mothers. “She was more 
or less saying make us lunch and coffees all the time and running around.” When 
Bart, as a twelve year old, first started living with his Dad he was unable tell the 
time. When the home schooling first started Bart was going to the drop-in centre and 
was being tutored by Claire and Bettina. Bart and Nick suggested that the reason that 
Bonnie took control of the home schooling was a financial one. This meant that the 
two mothers (Bonnie and Susan) could keep the money that they received.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  2	  Denise	  Kable	  school	  encompasses	  three	  Education	  Queensland	  programs	  –	  the	  Positive	  Learning	  Centre,	  the	  Toowoomba	  District	  Behaviour	  Support	  Team	  and	  the	  Denise	  Kable	  Special	  Education	  Program.	  It	  offers	  flexible	  and	  alternative	  education	  programs	  and	  behaviour	  support.	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Nick, Bart’s Dad, said that it was all about the money with both Bonnie and Susan 
and the mothers were just using their children rather than thinking about their 
educational futures. Will stopped going to school because Bart was not going to 
school. When Bart went to live with Nick, Nick went to speak to people in various 
government departments about the state of his child’s education and how it could 
possibly have reached the desperate situation that it had. The most common response 
he received was that it was most likely due to Bart’s Aboriginality and that was the 
reason that they might have turned a blind eye to Bart’s poor schooling 
achievements. 
 
Will’s Dad accused Bart of being the reason that his son was not in school but Bart 
wanted to go to school and his mum would not allow him. “And Will’s dad he said to 
me one day the reason why Will’s not going to school is because of you….Because I 
was out of school before him and because I wasn’t going to school Will thought no 
I’m not going to school either. But it was mum. I wanted to go to school and Will 
thought na well you’re not going to school, I’m not going to school.” The problem 
with Will’s dad’s accusation levelled at Bart, was that both Will’s older brothers did 
not attend school and Bonnie had them at home and doing chores for her. [Nick] – 
“Will’s two older brothers, Stephan and Drew, they were exactly the same. Bonnie 
never had them in school and they’d always be driving around in the ute and Bonnie 
would send them to the shop and get this for her and do that for her. Like using kids 
and a lot of people have said it, they use kids to do their work for them.” Bart also 
explained that Will’s family always had foster kids around doing their work for 
them. There was a hierarchy for the chores in that Bart and the foster kids were 
always the first children set to work and then the Gilbert’s children. The foster 
children were not allowed to skip school like the Gilbert’s children.  
 
Susan would also never let Bart see his father. “I wanted to go see dad but I had to 
go to see the Gilberts. Like Dad’s birthday is on the same day as Will’s and I used to 
not see Dad for his birthday, but I always used to go to Will’s. But I wanted to see 
Dad.” Since Bart began to live with his father, his mother withdrew from contact 
with Bart. [Nick] – “He never seen his mother or got anything for Easter off her. He 
didn’t get anything for his birthday off her. You know like just because he’s living 
with me it’s a punishment.” 
 
Bart participated in a dance troupe with the Gilberts for a period of time. “I done that 
twice or three or four times….We went to Roma and Inglewood and all that and 
danced.” Bart could not tell me about the stories behind the dances but he could 
name some of the movements. “There was one doing the Emu and picking berries 
off the tree.” Bart knew Keith and Keith had taught him some things to do with his 
Aboriginal ‘culture’. “He taught me a couple stuff, how to play the didgeridoo.”  
 
Bart described how he had to learn how to cope with family situations that he found 
difficult, as the Gilberts had a history of violence and threatening violence against 
Bart and the foster children. A common threat was that they would send Ann-Marie 
to a girl’s home if she did not comply with their wishes. “And that girl named Ann-
Marie, the girl that lives with them? They threaten her all the time, like if you say 
something to someone about us ra ra ra, you’re going to a girls home and all this.” 
Bart finally ended up leaving his mother and the Gilbert family when they threatened 
him. “And then mum’s friend, Bonnie and that, they threatened to punch me in the 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
110	  
mouth and that and I had enough of it cause it was all the time, so I ended up saying 
to Dad that I want to live with you.” 
 
When Bart first moved in with Nick they lived in a small one bedroom flat (figure 
11) but they moved to a house so that Bart could have more room. “Pretty cool there 
was a lot more room. It felt weird at first.” This move had purportedly made an 
improvement in the formal and informal learning that occurred at Bart’s home. He 
now had room to practice his guitar (figure 12), received help with his homework 
and caught up with concepts, such as telling the time, that he had missed while he 
was receiving home schooling. 
 
LEO 
Reflections on working with Leo 
This was another particularly difficult participant to make genuine connections with 
and this was for various reasons, only a few of which are apparent to me at this time. 
Leo’s age and linguistic and conceptual capacity were not the main reason for 
difficulties, as it was with Will. The learning conversations were challenging and at 
times seemed quite strained. One of the reasons for this might have been that the 
conversations were held at the Indigenous Support Centre at the university where his 
mother worked, so there was the feeling that she might walk in on the conversation 
at any moment and, at times, this did occur. The idea of surveillance was another 
issue that affected our learning conversations and the photographs that Leo chose. 
Leo appeared to be concerned about pleasing authority, both in and out of his 
schooling environment, and this manifested itself in our interactions by his apparent 
desire to provide the ‘correct’ answers. Other participants seemed to relish the 
freedom that came with photographing aspects of their lifeworlds that were 
important to them, and consequently there being no right answer, but Leo seemed to 
think there were particular answers I was looking for. Almost all of the photographs 
and videos we discussed were explicitly linked to formal schooling. Even with the 
visual evidence that documented his experiences at the Coldplay concert there were 
still discussions about school, as he happened to sit next to one of the teachers from 
his school. Leo seemed to think that school was the only site of ‘real’ learning in his 
lifeworld and the photographs that illuminated his school experiences supported this. 
Even when he was asked about the other learning in his life, such as the learning that 
happens in the home or in the wider Indigenous community, he did not seem to want 
to elaborate on that.  
 
LEO’S NARRATIVE 
I met Leo through the Indigenous Support Centre at my university where his mother 
worked. He was often there after school. He was the second eldest of four children 
and the younger boy. Both Leo’s parents are Aboriginal. Leo had members of his 
extended family from both his parents living in the area. 
 
Leo said that he had a strict mother who expected certain behaviours from her 
children, such as respecting authority. “She’s strict and she doesn’t let us go out. 
She’s a strict mother like she keeps us in line.” In a particular context this might 
appear to be a positive factor within Leo’s life as it has enabled him to excel in a 
very privileged school and to seemingly avoid a number of issues that stereotypically 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
111	  
befall Indigenous youth. “I feel pretty privileged because I know not many people 
will admit it but there’s lots of Indigenous people out there that are young that don’t 
really, that just think life’s a game and think it’s like, they get drunk and all that and 
they’re around my age which Mum keeps me in line.”  
 
Leo came from a family where both brothers received school scholarships, one for 
excellence in sport and the other for music. Leo’s brother often travelled around the 
country as an elite athlete for a number of sports. “And this family travelled around 
Australia with an athlete, which is my family.” Leo was talented with sports and 
often represented his school and region in various pursuits but he did not participate 
or enjoy sport outside of school. This was because Leo saw himself as an artist and 
not as an athlete. “Because I am not a sport person….arty person.” This was 
reflected in the electives he chose to study at school, “art, music and drama.” When 
talking about his feelings for creative endeavours he said, “It’s like, you know how 
runners love to run? I’m just an art person that loves to do art.” He played a number 
of musical instruments including “guitar, saxophone, violin, trumpet and the 
recorder.” Although he classified himself as an ‘arty person’ he did not attend any 
classes outside of school. “I paint every now and then but I don’t have like a person 
that teaches me.” He had not yet decided on a style of painting that he liked and 
often experimented with a number of genres, “just random stuff, whatever comes 
into my head.” His house did not contain much Indigenous art, except the dot 
paintings that Leo had done and they were in his room.  
 
Leo attended a prestigious all boys, private secondary school with a population of 
800 students. Only 15 of those students were Indigenous (or maybe it seems more 
likely that only 15 boys identified as Indigenous).  
 
Leo had the opportunity to engage in many pursuits he considered interesting within 
his school life, such as trips to the Gallery of Modern Art (figure20) and dissecting 
mice in biology (figure 13). The students utilised laptops and technology rather than 
writing in notepads and using textbooks. “Yeah so we don’t carry books around at 
school we carry computers.” 
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Figure 13: Leo dissecting a mouse in science 
At Leo’s school there was an absence of special programs for Indigenous students, 
apart from a monthly luncheon. “No there actually isn’t. There is a luncheon, which 
happens once a month….Which means all the Indigenous students meet up once a 
month and we have a lunch and talk about things and all that.” There appeared to be 
a limited amount of help in the form of Indigenous support workers at the school. 
“We’ve got one Indigenous support teacher and then we’ve just got I think it’s three 
others to help us like at lunch but I know DARE is trying to get into my school 
because we’re an exclusive school.” 
 
There also seemed to be a lack of Indigenous knowledges and perspectives being 
taught within the formal curriculum despite it being a mandated part of the national 
curriculum. “The only class I’ve done it in is art where we had to do the Indigenous 
painting and essay and all that.” This absence of Indigenous knowledges and 
perspectives seemed to be troubling for Leo. “Pretty sad because what’s the world 
coming to if they don’t, if people don’t know what the world’s really like?” 
 
Leo learnt about his culture, language and history from his parents at home. “I 
basically learn about it cause Mum always talks to me about it and all that and then 
the other place is here at mum’s work….Like we’ve had a couple of conversations 
about how to speak the language. I’m from around Quilpie and all that which one of 
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the ancestors knew how to speak it and all that but he didn’t tell anyone so we 
basically don’t really know the language but we know the Giabal and Jarowair 
clans which is the Toowoomba area.” As Leo lived within the Giabal and Jarowair 
area and his mother worked within an Indigenous support centre on Giabal and 
Jarowair land, he knew some of the stories from the area. “I know a couple of 
stories.” This knowledge seemed to make a deep impression on Leo. “Like pretty 
privileged again because not many people know all that stuff.” Leo was still learning 
about his own culture and would like to find out more about it. “…yeah our culture 
and where we originally come from but it’s up to us as kids to take one of mum and 
dad’s tribes so I’m not sure what tribe I am going to take yet. Normally everybody 
goes to their mum’s tribe.” 
 
Leo’s father’s country is the Weilmoringle area (figure 14) and his father did not 
seem to talk about it much. Leo had visited the area before but had limited 
knowledge about it. “I’ve been down there before and all that but I haven’t, I don’t 
know about it or anything.” 
 
 
Figure 14: Weilmoringle (Memmott & Morgan, 2001). 
 
Leo thought that when he finished school he might like to work as a paramedic. 
“Well I’ve been asked heaps of times and I want to be a paramedic but Dad doesn’t 
want me to.” Leo’s father was worried that Leo would “see too much.” Leo said that 
his father would prefer that Leo became a police officer. “So Dad wants me to, I 
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want to be a cop and Dad agrees with me.” Leo was worried about how this career 
would impact on his wider family. “The only downfall is me arresting my family. But 
then I tell Dad basically you arrest people for a reason so if they do something bad 
they’ve just got to do the time.” 
 
During the project Leo attended his first big music concert in Brisbane, where he 
saw Coldplay at the Brisbane Entertainment Centre with thirteen and a half thousand 
other people. Leo was going to go with his mum but, as their seats were in a high tier 
and his mother was afraid of heights, he went with his father. He was allowed to go 
as he had completed certain domestic duties. “I got to go only if I washed up.” 
Despite being in such a huge entertainment centre and being in a different city to the 
one in which he lived, Leo found himself sitting next to one of the teachers from his 
secondary school. This had an impact on how he behaved during the concert. “So I 
had to be kind of …. Well-behaved. Yeah….I don’t think I yelled once that night.” 
 
DAVID 
Reflections on working with David 
Working with David was enlightening, as he seemed to really engage with the 
project and was very enthusiastic about telling me his story and how he viewed his 
learning and his lifeworlds. There was an enormous difference working with a 
participant who seemed to have examined aspects of his own learning and had the 
linguistic structures to discuss it with. He also had specific ideas about his identity as 
an Aboriginal man. There seemed to be less power differentials that we needed to 
overcome as we had met as peers. We were both interested in engaging with the 
DARE programme (see page 80 - 82) in an effort to connect with Indigenous high 
school students who might be experiencing some sort of difficulties within 
secondary school. David was also closer to my age than any of the other participants, 
so that was another characteristic where we were similar. David was one of the only 
participants that appeared to come from a family that openly celebrated their 
Aboriginal culture and one that seemed to possess much more knowledge about their 
culture than the others did. He was also the only participant that was born on country 
and still had access to people who were knowledgeable about his mob’s stories.  
 
David and I met and talked a number of times before he officially joined my project 
as a participant, and this enabled us to form a relationship before our learning 
conversations began. This contributed to the relaxed and comfortable atmosphere 
that was present during our meetings. After I moved away from my primary field 
site, David was one of the participants that I kept in contact with through email and 
text so that I could continue the data collection. This engagement with e-research 
seemed to benefit David as he entered into fulltime work through the course of the 
project and as a result he was able to connect with me during times that were 
convenient for him. David and I seemed to share a genuine interest in Indigenous 
education and our relationship developed so that David felt comfortable sharing 
some of his ideas about the projects that he was developing for his students. 
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DAVID’S NARRATIVE 
David and I met each other through the DARE project which was running at one of 
the local high schools. David was there to be a mentor to the students who were 
participating in the Programme. Most of the time no students would arrive, so David 
and I had the opportunity to get to know one another and one afternoon I asked him 
to be a participant in my project. David was in his 20s and we were both studying at 
the same university and he was engaged with many of the activities that were run at 
the Centre for Australian Indigenous Knowledges (CAIK).  
 
  
Figure 15: Modern day Bundjalung Nation ("A shared history: The modern day Bundjalung nation," n.d.) 
 
David is a Bundjalung man and his country (figure 15 and 16) is what is now known 
as Tweed Heads.  He grew up in Wagga Wagga but later moved to Bathurst. He has 
three brothers. His parents separated when he was very young and the boys lived 
with their father. His father is Aboriginal and his mother is non-Indigenous.  
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Figure 16: Black Rocks, Bundjalung National Park ("Black rocks: Bundjalung National Park," n.d.).  
 
Connecting with his Aboriginal culture was very important to David and his father’s 
side of the family. It would seem as if many people in David’s family could play the 
didgeridoo and they really enjoyed painting and art (figure 17 and 22). “We learnt 
how to play the didgeridoo since we were knee high to a grasshopper……I’ve 
always loved art and it was just natural.” David did not seem to have been taught 
artistic techniques by his family or community rather it seemed to have come from 
learning techniques from school activities or from personal research on the internet. 
“I learnt them in high school and primary school…We were doing a cave for 
NAIDOC week then or was it Reconciliation Week back in them days? I can’t really 
remember. I think it was Reconciliation Week cause we had all the hands up as well. 
So we made a cave and we were doing our own little bits and pieces and they were 
showing us how to do designs and stuff like that. So I try and pass that on to the kids 
now, the easy way of drawing lizards and snakes and stuff like that. What symbols 
mean. See back when I did that I didn’t actually understand the symbols and stuff 
like that, I was just painting them. But now I know, I had to learn the symbols and 
stuff like that.” David’s family seemed to be active participants in more ‘traditional’ 
cultural activities, such as playing the didgeridoo. 
 
David celebrated the diversity and changing nature of Indigenous cultures with his 
primary school students. “It was showing the diversity, like the stool, was what I did 
when I was a kid and this is modern day Aboriginal art and I was showing them that 
they don’t actually have to use certain colours. If you have a look at the stool it has 
all different types of colours not just ochre colours. If you have a look at the 
painting, it is just black and white and it’s curvy and it flows and it makes it look 3D 
which is not traditionally Indigenous art.” 
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Figure 17: Black and white 3D art by David's brother 
The painting featured above is a painting that was completed by his older brother, 
the one that is always on “walkabout.” Although David did not paint it, it is a 
painting that was very important to him and it was something that he used when 
teaching young Indigenous students about the diversity within Indigenous art. 
 
David stated that he came from a strong Aboriginal family and that what he learnt 
within his family was often at odds with what was being taught at school, 
particularly when information about Indigenous cultures was presented as 
homogenous, as if there was one ‘Aboriginal’ culture and the laundered version of 
Australian history that was being taught. “They were blanketing pretty much. Cause 
I grew up in a proud Aboriginal family who aren’t backwards in telling you the truth 
when it comes to that stuff. So when they, I was taught from a young age that this 
happened, and what they were teaching me in history, what happened. And I’m like 
no that didn’t happen, it happened like this, it happened like that.” Disputing events 
with the history teacher got David removed from class. “I got kicked out of class.” 
 
David’s family have always been passionate about their culture. “I was always 
taught to be passionate about who I was and where I come from and about 
Indigenous culture. So and you get that with anyone from my family, as they are very 
passionate about Indigenous culture. Like I told you before my grandmother’s a 
foundation member of the AECG (Aboriginal Education Consultative Group), which 
is all about Aboriginal culture and teaching.” 
 
David’s grandmother was considered a Wiradjiri elder even though that was not her 
country. “She’s well respected. She’s, even though she’s not Wiradjiri, she’s 
considered an elder as well…Cause she knows the local history. The local history 
yeah. She’s an advocate for Aboriginal people.” David was still learning about his 
culture and his grandmother played a big part in his education. “I am still trying to 
learn everything about my culture…I always ring my grandmother….I was lucky 
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enough to be born into a family that do know that whereas there’s a lot of families 
that don’t know that stuff.” 
 
During his school years one of the greatest obstacles that David had to deal with was 
his anger. “At school I used to be very aggressive, had a problem with authority as 
most kids nowadays do and had a very, very short fuse and I’ve been taught to fight 
since I was knee high to a grasshopper. I just didn’t know how to control the temper 
that goes with it.” David thought this was connected to a bad attitude that stemmed 
from his childhood experiences. “I had a rough childhood when I was growing up. 
My parents got divorced when I was still a toddler, before I started going to school 
and the court battles back and forth all through my youth is what probably instigated 
my anger management and stuff like that. So I came from a broken family and all 
that sort of stuff would probably be the number one instigator.” 
 
During this time David tried to take measures to control his temper. “When I was 
younger I tried different steps that didn’t really work out. Like instead of punching 
other people, walking away and punching something else, like a brick wall. Which is 
why I have broken knuckles…And then I got to the point where I would be lying 
there and just get pissed off and take my cast off my arm and punch a wall again.” 
 
The various schools that David attended dealt with his anger management issues 
quite differently. “Well one school, I don’t know, they would really just suspend me 
depending on which teacher I had. They would be more aggressive or less 
aggressive.”  As a punishment for fighting with his brother at school, David was 
sent to a Catholic high school where there was a different method for dealing with 
his anger issues. “So they sent me to a Catholic school as a punishment and when I 
was there if I was getting aggressive and someone was getting on to the borderline, I 
would tell the teacher prior and if they kept going, if something happened then the 
teacher would have prior knowledge that the person was instigating me.” 
 
David felt a very strong connection to nature and the land, and particularly with 
waterways (figure 16 and 21). The Catholic high school happened to be located next 
to the Murrumbidgee river, which allowed him a space to make connections with the 
river and to calm down when he felt as though things were overwhelming him. 
“Well it’s got this river, the Murrumbidgee river flows through it and my school 
used to be located right next to it…. And I used to go down there and watch the 
current to calm down. If I needed to calm down I would step outside and go down 
there and calm down that way.” This was not a technique that anyone taught David 
rather, it was instinct. “I have always felt a connection to the land and what some 
people might deem as nothing I’ve connected to it, like especially water. Anywhere 
near water I feel closer and home so to speak.” This connection to the land is not 
just something that David had, rather his entire family felt this connection. “My 
family are very land people. They love the land, they look after it. They love animals, 
like my Dad has like 15 pets at home…..All different types of creatures, snakes, 
lizards, dogs, rabbits, cats. It has been pretty much what we have grown up with 
cause my family, my father was brought up on a farm and we’ve lived in cities but 
we’ve still had that upbringing still. Like when we went down to Leighton one time 
as a family because of personal reasons, we didn’t have enough money to go down 
to the shops and buy a whole heap of food just to feed everyone, every single night. 
So we just went and bought two sheep off a farmer and we ate the sheep. So we have 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
119	  
always been able to survive when needed to and stuff like that. And we grew up when 
we were toddlers we were running around playing in the Tweed river catching crabs 
and fishing all the time and stuff like that too.” During this project the town that 
David was residing in was an inland town and as such there were no significant 
bodies of water close by that he could connect with. “Yeah so I just, we don’t stay in 
town for like long periods of time. I’ll take off and I went down to Bathurst last year 
and went down the year before. This year, I meant this year, and I have been to the 
Tweed several times so I always have that escape. 
 
Nature continued to play an important part within David’s life. “It makes me feel 
secure and if I get lost then I go back…..Like in the head and like I am starting to get 
stressed all the time. If I am starting to feel a bit out of place, then I’ll go back to 
nature and re-gather myself.” 
 
All of David’s brothers had anger management issues and they all dealt with them 
differently. “Well, see, they all deal with it different like. They deal with it in their 
own way…..My youngest brother he, most of them just go away and leave him alone 
but all of them have somewhat of an issue with authority. Like being demanded 
upon. They don’t like the idea of being demanded upon even though my father was a 
very demanding person. But if police did it or teachers then they would get their 
backs up against the wall cause you come from power to power and connections 
don’t mix. So there’s that and like they dealt with it in their own particular ways like 
my brother decided he didn’t want to go to jail either so he left Wagga in order to 
find ways to. Left Wagga and now he’s in Bathurst and he’s got a full-time 
apprenticeship and he’s gone forward. My younger brother, youngest brother he’s 
got, he left Bathurst in order to do it. And my elder brother he practically lives, he 
sometimes goes on the harvest trails and always on walkabout.” 
 
David ended up living in an inland town, as he followed his girlfriend there and 
because there was a university, which he could attend. David had just graduated 
from the university with a Bachelor of Social Science with an Indigenous Studies 
major. “Pretty much following in the family footsteps in the way of advocating for 
Aboriginal people. My grandmother is a foundation member of the New South Wales 
Aboriginal Education Consultancy Group. My dad worked in Aboriginal education, 
my auntie works at Aboriginal Housing head office, so does my cousin. Another 
cousin of mine, she works at Centrelink as an Aboriginal worker. Her father, my 
uncle, works at Juvenile Justice Centre in Wagga as a teacher, teaching mechanics 
and stuff like that. So I’ve always had it surrounding me and constantly. My 
stepmother worked as a teacher and now she’s working at …..employment as an 
Aboriginal worker there. So I’ve always had it surrounded.” 
 
Being surrounded by his family who were so dedicated to furthering Aboriginal 
rights and education had an enormous impact upon David. “Well it’s led me down 
the path that I am going because I’ve always wanted to be better than what I was 
going. I didn’t want to be stuck on the dole. I didn’t want to have to live my life day 
by day. I wanted to have things. I wanted to be able to succeed in life. I wanted to 
say that I have changed someone’s life. So I wanted to make a difference, I wanted to 
help people.” 
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That desire to help others had always been a part of David’s life. “I have always had 
it ingrained in me. I’ve always been, it’s always been a part of me. Even though I’ve 
been aggressive and all of that, I’ve always most of the time I got into fights at 
school they were either picking on someone else. Like when I originally broke my 
hand there was a lad pushing my cousin.” The desire to help people had influenced 
his career and education decisions.  “When I turned 18, when I first turned 18 I was 
volunteering for PCYC and I was going around picking Indigenous kids up off the 
streets and taking them to PCYC and getting them, stopping them from breaking into 
places and stuff like that. Stopping them from being menaces on the street and 
putting their energies into something that was not going to get them into trouble. So 
like we were playing games or playing nintendoes or kicking the footy stuff like 
that.” 
 
David was very talented at sport. He enjoyed sport and he saw it as a way to deal 
with his aggression. “It was an outlet. Athletics was an outlet for me. If I was feeling 
aggressive I’d go for a run. You can be aggressive all you want but if you’re tired 
you’re not getting anywhere. I actually enjoyed sports. Sports was very ingrained 
into my family. My dad’s uncle, my grandfather’s brother, was the first Aboriginal 
man to play for Australia [Rugby League - Lionel Morgan].” 
 
After high school David completed his certificate 4 in community service work at 
Bathurst TAFE.  “Basically to help me to be a community worker and goes towards 
my social science degree, or goes towards my social work degree. It can go towards 
a psychology degree….Basically it teaches you how to be a councillor and how to 
work with communities and people…..On a government level so to speak, on many 
different levels of community service.” David completed this certificate because “I 
have always wanted to be a councillor.” 
 
David thought that this ambition stemmed from his own experiences dealing with 
anger management issues. “Ever since I was in high school I used to have anger 
management issues myself so I used my experiences in order to help other kids with 
the same experiences.” Despite having had positive experiences with school 
councillors during his schooling and thinking that he might want to become one 
himself he had now changed his career plans. “My original plan was to be a school 
councillor…But I have deviated away from that and now going into, now working, 
I’ve got a new job working at the Department of Youth Justice as a youth worker and 
I work at a local primary school as an Aboriginal mentor.” Working with the 
Department of Youth Justice, David was trying to make a positive impact on youths 
who had had some negative engagement with the criminal justice system. “I will be 
working with kids who are on parole or who have community service stuff like and 
try and encourage them to do their community service and just work with them so 
they don’t end up in the same predicament again.” 
 
As an Aboriginal mentor at a primary school David tried to engage with the 
Indigenous students to ensure that they attended school. “I get there at 8 o’clock and 
school doesn’t start until eight thirty so I get there and pull the handball out and kick 
the footy around with them. I just do something, get their energy up and going and 
that way when they go into class they’re not going ohhhh all over the top. And that 
encourages them to go to school cause they get to play handball and stuff like that. 
At lunchtime I bring the football out again and I kick it around with the younger kids 
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and they love it too.” When David started working there, engaging with the students 
before and after school and playing handball and football, were not part of his job 
but the school included it in his job description once they saw how well the students 
responded to this strategy. 
 
During the project David started full-time employment at one of the town’s largest 
high schools as a Community Education Councillor. His job was to keep the students 
engaged and to liaise with the Local Aboriginal community to ensure the 
authenticity of the school’s programme. “I’ve got to talk with the Indigenous 
community to make sure what we’re putting inside the school is alright by them. So 
that way they don’t think that we’re just doing stuff here and teaching them what we 
want to teach and not teaching them what their parents think they should learn about 
their own culture. Because when you go to Indigenous cultures they are all different. 
There’s even though they’re the same they’re still all different. So you’ve got to make 
sure that you’re not teaching them say Wiradjuri down in New South Wales, you’re 
teaching them Giabal up here and Jarowair up here.” 
 
WALTER 
Reflections on working with Walter 
I found working with Walter mesmerising. He had so many stories about his life and 
his educational lifeworld and many were completely heart wrenching. My learning 
conversations with Walter went on for hours and at the end of them I was 
emotionally drained from having to listen to stories and experiences that were 
completely alien to anything I have ever had to experience. Our lives growing up 
were so different and, at times, I found it very hard to listen to some of his stories. 
Walter’s stories challenged many assumptions that I held, particularly with regard to 
family life. Walter grew up in an era that was so different to the time period that all 
my other participants were growing up in. Although the Stolen Generations affect 
every Indigenous Australian person to some extent, it had a major and direct impact 
on Walter. I also engaged with e-research methods with Walter after I moved and 
this was a successful method with this participant.  
 
WALTER’S NARRATIVE 
Walter was my oldest participant and was nearly fifty years old. He worked as a 
student support person in the Indigenous centre at the university where I worked and 
studied, which was how we connected.  
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Figure 18: Clans of Central Victoria (Horton, 1996). 
 
He was born in Melbourne. His country area is Kurnai – Gunai (figure 18) which in 
Western terms is now known as the Gippsland area of Victoria. He identifies as 
Kurnai.  He is the eldest of four children with two younger brothers and a younger 
sister. Walter’s father is Aboriginal and his mother is not. His father was removed 
from his own family when he was young, about five years of age. Walter’s 
grandmother, his father’s mother, had the phenotypical features associated with 
Aboriginal Australians and possibly because of this and his father’s experiences as 
an Aboriginal man, Walter was isolated from his grandmother. “When my 
grandmother used to come around my Dad used to say you’re not going out 
anywhere, you’re not going anywhere with her and things like that….Used to jump 
the back fence and go and meet her somewhere and go off and I wouldn’t turn up for 
bed that night and so he knew where I was but he couldn’t do nothing. Just used to 
cop a flogging.” Aboriginality was something to be denied and hidden within 
Walter’s family. This obsession with denying the truth, due to experiences with 
government policies concerning Indigenous Australians, may have resulted in 
consequences to the family structure and function. “You have to be caring as well 
and that was something that I never got, as a kid, from my parents or even uncles or 
aunties. They were too busy hiding their blackness.” Walter used to watch members 
of his family getting ready to go out and applying very white make-up in an effort to 
hide their true identity. 
 
Walter had a difficult relationship with his father that seemed to be centred on his 
father’s feelings towards his own and Walter’s Aboriginality. His father used to give 
him mixed messages about this by saying things such as, “You know you might be 
Aboriginal but you’re white.” This was a confusing statement to make and Walter 
did not know what it meant but he knew it was a criticism. “He was pretty dark 
when he was younger, now he’s older, a lot older he is getting very light skinned. A 
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bit of a hypocrite when it comes down to it. I don’t get on with him much at all. I 
don’t talk with him.” 
 
Walter discovered his Aboriginality when he was about five or six years old. “I was, 
had a thought from about five because my aunties and uncles were always dark and 
my grandmother was nearly purple she was so black, so yeah about five when I 
started asking questions.” He was very confused as his father gave him 
contradictory information, as well as this his grandmother had a different skin colour 
to him and his extended family were very vague about the questions he asked. “I had 
known for a long time, probably about 6 years old, because Grandma was black. 
Why are we this colour? Never got a full answer. But my Grandmother said she was 
Aboriginal so I said fair enough. Then I would ask aunties and uncles, what’s going 
on and they would say you’re too clever for your own good.”  
 
Walter’s father did not discuss their Aboriginality with Walter except once, when he 
admitted it to Walter, after he had been drinking. “ He did break down one night 
when he had a few beers in him and that and he said yeah we are Aboriginal and 
that was only once that I’ve ever heard him say it.” Walter’s father left it to his wife, 
the non-Indigenous parent, to continue the explanation. “He left it to my mum to 
explain and I thought ok that is a bit weird, why? So I called him a gutless prick and 
he said that was it.” This lack of support or information was the catalyst, which 
spurred Walter on to completing his own research into his background. “And so 
anyhow I didn’t bother asking anymore and that’s when I began to research 
everything I could. Ask questions of people. I would pull any blackfella up in the 
street and say look can you help me find this? What do I do with this? It wasn’t until 
I knew of the culture and the way it worked but I didn’t know who was what or 
where in Toowoomba. Who was the people that you go and see to get help? So it was 
just a matter of asking and once you hear certain names then you go looking for that 
person and then it starts to get bigger and bigger and then more Aboriginal people 
come out because Toowoomba was one, in the early 80s when I got here, was you 
didn’t see a lot of them.” 
 
That research, as well as becoming more engrossed within the Aboriginal 
community of Toowoomba, gave Walter a stronger sense of his Aboriginal identity. 
“That’s probably why I have ended up staying as long as I have because I felt safe 
here. That sounds strange that you could say you feel safe in a town where you could 
get your head blown off by somebody or bashed or something. I don’t have any fear 
of any Aboriginal people here. You do the right thing by the culture and you’re 
right.” 
 
Walter was focused on obtaining paperwork and official documents that he thought 
would verify his Aboriginal identity. “All I want is to get my paperwork. I’ve never 
had a birth certificate. I’ve seen a copy of my birth certificate but it comes under the 
Aborigine Protection Act of 1939.”  
 
Walter was married with two children. His children were aware of their 
Aboriginality. Walter told his daughter of this when she was learning about 
Aboriginality at school during her third year. “I just had some stuff sitting around 
one day…..my daughter was doing something at school and she came home and said 
we’re learning about that Dad. And I said what do you mean? She said that 
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Aboriginal stuff. And I said to her, do you know you are Aboriginal? She said no I 
am not, I’ve got red hair and white arms. I said yeah but you’re still Aboriginal.” 
Walter had to confirm the veracity of his daughter’s Aboriginality with his 
daughter’s teacher, as she was not believed when she provided this new information 
at the school. 
 
Walter and his daughter were still researching information about their backgrounds 
as there were gaps in their knowledge, such as, what their totems were. “The totem is 
something that we are still trying to work out. At the moment it’s because of where 
we’re from, it’s both land and sea. So somebody has told me that it’s both but I 
didn’t know, didn’t think you could have both, it’s either one or the other and I’m 
not sure on that. It’s just something that I have to research for myself.” Walter has 
dedicated decades to this research. “But that’s something that I have done plenty of 
in the last 15 years. Just gone in and run into different people, spoke to different 
people about what it is I can do, how I can find more information. And then just 
giving time, speaking to different people about who I am and what I am.” 
 
Intergenerational trauma can be seen within Walter’s life. The denial of 
Aboriginality and the effects of the government policies that supported the removal 
of Indigenous children were still having an enormous impact on him. “And I don’t 
tell too many people about it at all, it’s just one thing leads to another and it just 
pulls me back. It just pulls me back…..And it will just give me, not sad feelings, but 
feelings of being unwanted as a kid.” 
 
Walter grew up as part of the Stolen Generations and this had an enormous impact 
upon his daily life as a young person attending primary school (figure 24) in 
Melbourne. “Being born in that Stolen Generation, being brought up as part of the 
Stolen Generation, being chased by communities and families throughout the first 
four, five years of my education in primary school was just so hard.” 
 
During this time people who were trying to remove him from his family were 
pursuing Walter. His father did not explain why they were trying to take him but 
they continually moved houses in an effort to evade Walter’s removal. “I think I 
counted 17 by the time I got to grade 6, I had 17 houses we shifted to….I found out 
that that was because we had to move to keep away from the people who were trying 
to grab us ‘half caste people’, as it was then. And we were never told why we would 
shift often and some of the houses we had they were only small but it was we only 
had a small family at the time and all the kids were young so it wasn’t too bad. But 
as we grew up we just I think once we got to about 15, 14 or 15 they stopped chasing 
me”. Walter would climb tall trees to hide from these men or he would run alternate 
ways home from school. “There’s this tree here that I used to climb, it’s about three 
meters round and sometimes I would just run out of school when I’d see them. I’d 
run out early and I’d climb that tree, sit there.”  
 
During this period Walter sought answers from his parents, as well as the school 
teachers, as to why he was being chased. “I used to ask the teachers why are they 
chasing me and they said who? And I said I don’t know who they are. But once I was 
at school I was right, but then I had friends of mine who were taken from school who 
were Aboriginal.” He first realised they were trying to capture him when he was 
thrown into a car one day. “It was an old station wagon or something, blokes in suits 
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threw me in and I got out. I smashed my way out.” The lack of support or protection 
from his parents and teachers made Walter grow up very quickly. “So yeah, so I had 
to come at the age of 8, independent basically.”  Years of running from the 
authorities continue to have an effect on Walter to this day. “Yeah so and look to be 
honest with ya, I still look behind me now. I still do.” 
 
These experiences also influenced his engagement with primary school. “That put 
me off education as a young one. I was always, not disturbing everybody, but at the 
first, say, an hour I would be a bit upset or something like that and then come 
towards the end of the day when you have to go you know the same thing, same drill 
over and over.” 
 
Walter left high school after year ten as he became disillusioned with the education 
system and his family did not continue to support his attendance. “I finished year ten 
and I was doing form 4 in Melbourne and I did all the year 12, form 6 work and I 
wasn’t going back to repeat it all. So then I just got my high horse and thought ‘stick 
ya school’. Why repeat years 11 and 12 when I did it all in year 10? So that’s when 
it became a bit of a, I shouldn’t say hassle, education didn’t mean much then.” 
 
There was also the issue of financial struggles that Walter had to contend with. This 
impacted his decision to leave school and to find money somewhere. This was his 
responsibility as he was the oldest child. “We were so broke basically and we needed 
money. I had a younger two brothers and sister, who were so small and I had to look 
after them.” There was no support either from his family, friends or the school 
system for Walter to continue in formal education. 
 
A pivotal moment in Walter’s life was when he joined the army (figure 23). He 
could see that he was at a crossroads, which was whether to join the army or 
continue on with the gangs, with which he was involved, and end up in the criminal 
justice system. “Now that was probably a turning point for me. It was either go to 
jail or join the army.” Walter decided to join the army when he heard the 
recruitment advertisement on the radio during 1982 while he was driving across the 
Nullarbor. He was very surprised that he passed the psychiatric evaluation but he 
was successful and in January he left to go to Wagga Wagga for training. 
 
In the army, Walter had to endure discrimination and harassment because he was 
Aboriginal. This was generally from those in higher ranks than himself and nothing 
was done to discipline those who perpetrated this racism. “But I copped crap from 
there… Yeah for being Aboriginal…From people higher than me really…But yeah 
corporals and things like that.” While he was in the army, Walter had to try to fight 
stereotypical views about Aboriginal peoples and being identified as Indigenous had 
negative consequences. “Being identified as Aboriginal, still pulling me back 
down….I got in trouble for pulling down the Australian flag….I got told that no 
black so and so will ever touch the Australian flag while I’m in charge.” 
 
Walter was in the army for seven years, which provided him with a number of 
opportunities, such as travelling overseas, formal education, paid employment and 
development of skills such as teamwork. During this time Walter also learnt about 
trust and respect and how different people are treated due to their apparent race.  
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Whilst in the army, he worked with stores within the Ordinance Corps, which was 
related to supply and administration, and so Walter’s previous work with loading 
trucks was useful. There was also the option to complete university degrees but he 
did not think that he had the capacity to do this. He had bought into the discourse of 
the uneducability of Aboriginal people. “And I thought to myself that’s something 
that I couldn’t do, couldn’t go to uni, couldn’t do that because I never had the 
education. I was just too stupid. And that stereotyping of ourselves.” Walter can now 
reflect on this discourse and how it has affected his life and how he perceives 
himself. “You’re just a blackfella and that’s all you are but you’re in white skin and 
that’s all I could get through my head.” 
 
The issue of fractured identity had long been a dominant feature within Walter’s life. 
His parents did not educate him about his Aboriginality and they refused to allow 
him to find his true identity. This has had an enormous effect upon him. “Having 
parents that didn’t allow me to be who I am but my father doing one thing and 
saying another really confuses me.” He had a very difficult time with other people, 
as his appearance did not match society’s stereotype of what Aboriginal people 
‘should’ look like. This began when he was just discovering his Aboriginality during 
the early years of primary school. “Those who knew me, didn’t say a lot, those who 
found out yeah would give it to me. Really stuck it to me hard. How can you be 
Aboriginal when you are white? I had a lot darker skin back then, but I don’t, yeah I 
really copped it.” 
 
After Walter left the army he worked as a truck driver. During this career he had a 
major accident, which left him with chronic back pain. During this project Walter 
completed his Bachelor of Education, which was something that surprised him and 
will apparently surprise many others as well. “I’ve gone a long way from the army, 
one unit off completing a degree you know, wow, as a teacher….So there will be a 
lot of people surprised.” Walter began the road to university when he began 
volunteering at schools. He began volunteering at his children’s primary school and 
then this expanded to include two local high schools as well as membership on a 
number of different committees.  
 
It all began when a teacher from the primary school asked Walter to speak to the 
students. The talk was basically about his life and how he had coped with various 
struggles. “Well just life in general, what you can do, what you can’t do, how to 
make something of your life when things go bad. And then I got on to being 
Aboriginal, the kids, I had the kids glued for some reason. I don’t know why. But 
then it moved from that classroom to I had three classrooms all come in and then we 
all just had a bit of a chat about, alright what’s an Aboriginal person and things like 
that…..Anyhow we were talking about Aboriginal people and where they come from 
and the conversation went on and on and anyhow we talked for about an hour and 
then they said can we do it tomorrow. So we did it another day. So this went on for a 
week. And just constantly asking questions, the kids were, and then the teachers 
started. And then I didn’t realise one of the teachers was Aboriginal herself, light 
skinned like me and she said have you ever thought about becoming a teacher?” At 
that point in time Walter did not believe that he could become a teacher as he lacked 
confidence in his education and ability.  “And I said no because I just don’t have the 
brains.” But the teacher did not accept this response. “And she said what are you 
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talking about? She said you’ve got the brains. I’ve just listened to you all week 
talking. And I said that’s who I am and with all the research that I did.” 
 
The topic of university and becoming an educator was forgotten until about six 
months later when the teacher came up and told him that he had a surprise coming 
his way. “So it was a Saturday morning and it was about 9 o’clock and I thought it 
was a good time to have a sleep in when at the door there was a delivery truck. 
Three packages from USQ, books like this and I’m thinking what on earth is this? I 
thought it was somebody playing a joke. So I rang these teachers and they said did 
you get your surprise? And I said yeah, what are they? They said did you open 
them? And I said yeah they’re books. Yeah you’re doing a TPP Programme and we 
got you a scholarship and everything to do it.” This belief and support seemed to 
change the course of Walter’s life.  “So from then they helped me, they believed in 
me and as I said when I said earlier about trust and belief, these two women I cannot 
thank enough cause I wouldn’t be here now, not only just talking to you about this 
but wouldn’t be in the situation, sitting at a university of all things, in an office, 
completing a degree. I was astounded. I really was astounded. I sat and looked at 
the books all day long. And I didn’t know what to do, where to start, thirty-one years 
out of school.  
 
His experience with previous formal education and his own, as well as societal, 
perceptions of his educability, influenced his feelings on how to start this new 
journey, but the two teachers gave him the support he needed. “What do I do? I 
don’t know what to do anymore. And they said bring your books up on the Monday 
and so I did and they sit down with me at lunch times and we went through a plan of 
what to do and how to do it.” 
 
During the journey of the TPP Programme and his university course he went through 
difficult periods and times of self-doubt, but there was always help available. “So 
anyhow I started and I thought this is not too bad and it gets harder as it goes on of 
course. And my god I thought I can’t do this anymore and it was too much. And then 
some other teachers come on board and said come show us what you’re doing. Then 
I had probably about a dozen teachers from around Toowoomba offering me a hand. 
These people believed in me more than I believed in myself.” The insecurity 
surrounding his ability to successfully complete this degree seemed to be centred 
around the discourse of Aboriginal education, on his ability or lack thereof to 
effectively engage with this formal education.  “These people believed in me, more 
than I believed in myself. And it just took it back out of me that ok there are some 
nice people but the negative side was did they do this because I was an Aboriginal 
person or are they really fair dinkum about what I’ve got?” Walter continued to 
doubt his ability to learn and to perform as a teacher, despite his experiences of 
successfully teaching students. “I’d stood in front of high school students and taught 
high school maths but still had the feeling that I couldn’t do it.” The concept of 
university was very foreign to Walter and quite daunting, as he had no prior 
experiences with it. “I just didn’t understand what uni was about, never been to see 
it, walked into it. I don’t know nothing about university.” Walter had a positive 
experience with his TPP course when he passed all the subjects. His ability to trust 
others seemed to have developed during these experiences, due to all the support that 
he received from the teachers. “So when it comes down to it I was, I just couldn’t 
believe that people would take me for who I was and they did.”  
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
128	  
 
During the Bachelor of Education practicum teaching experiences, that Walter 
engaged with, he experienced a lack of knowledge or value, regarding Indigenous 
cultures in Australia, particularly from the teaching staff. “Well they wanted me to 
teach about Arnhem Land. That’s not part of my culture. Yeah I can teach the basics 
of Arnhem Land, anybody can….So but they said you’re Aboriginal so you can teach 
Aboriginal stuff.” Walter has completed his degree and is now working within a 
community education facility.  
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CHAPTER 6.  
NARRATIVE ANALYSIS FOR EACH OF THE PARTICIPANTS 
 
The five main themes that emerged from the data have been classified as: identity, 
family, formal schooling, employment and cultural knowledge. Although these 
themes have been presented as discrete units, they are in fact, completely interwoven 
and interdependent and many of these aspects of analyses could come under many of 
the headings. All the themes, except for employment, were present in the data from 
all the participants.  
 
Data were allocated to the identity theme when it reflected some aspect of the 
participant’s identity as an Aboriginal male. This included data about identity 
turmoil, learning about their Aboriginality and the strength and confidence in their 
Aboriginal identity. Data were allocated to the family theme when there were 
discussions around their family life, the learning that happened within their families 
and the impact this had upon their educational lifeworlds. The formal schooling 
theme included data that were related to the participants’ experiences, as an 
Aboriginal male, within the formal schooling sphere. Data were assigned to the 
employment theme when it reflected their experiences as an employed Aboriginal 
male. The final theme of cultural knowledge delves into the cultural learning and 
knowledges that the participants had or engaged in. 
 
WILL 
Identity 
Will did not seem to experience any obvious turmoil surrounding his identity as an 
Aboriginal male. This may be because he has the phenotypical features that are 
associated with Aboriginality or maybe it was because he was only young and lived 
within a family that openly identifies as Aboriginal. Although the family identifies 
as Aboriginal, their cultural knowledge seemed to be quite limited and according to 
Will, his father was not a viable person to ask questions about his culture or someone 
who could further the development of his cultural learning. It appeared that Will did 
not have any depth to his understanding of his cultural heritage as Will seemed to 
think that the most important part of identifying as Aboriginal was to wear artefacts, 
such as armbands and t-shirts which proclaimed his Indigeneity. 
 
Family 
In some respects there appeared to be little Aboriginal cultural learning that 
happened within Will’s immediate family. When asked about his parents’ country 
his response was that they were from Australia and probably from around the 
Toowoomba Millmerran area. It was uncertain whether he understood the term 
‘country’, with respect to Indigenous peoples, and whether he thought they were 
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from Toowoomba and Millmerran because that was where they were currently 
living. 
 
Will did say that he would like to learn more about his culture but that his first 
choice for learning this information would be from Keith, a family friend, rather than 
his parents or older brothers.  As Will had limited cultural understanding he was not 
in the position to verify whether Keith was the most appropriate person from whom 
to seek this learning. At that stage it seemed that Keith had taught him some of the 
basic technical skills with regard to making artefacts, but not the more significant 
cultural knowledge about them. Will could discuss how to make a didgeridoo and 
other artefacts but he seemed unsure of their purpose. He chose to paint snakes on 
his didgeridoo because he thought that was what they ‘should’ look like but appeared 
not to have any comprehension about why certain people would use particular flora 
and fauna on their artefacts.   
 
It appeared that within his family Will had learnt that, despite his age, he could be an 
equal member and make decisions for the group and could take an active role in 
looking after younger members of the family. He had learnt that he could cook and 
clean for the family and, despite being a child, he seemed to shoulder much 
responsibility for family life. This development and encouragement of independence 
and self sufficiency in children was also reflected in the work of Malin (1997). 
 
Formal Schooling 
According to Will, he had learnt little within his formal schooling regarding 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges and perspectives, but this may be 
because of the limited time spent within the classroom. On the other hand, when 
Will incorrectly explained the meaning behind the Aboriginal flag, it seemed more 
likely that there was an absence of non-white knowledges presented in the formal 
schooling sphere, or a tokenistic, ‘rubbish culture’ presented. As much research 
suggests, many non-Indigenous teachers find it difficult to authentically engage with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives and knowledges in the classroom 
(Hart et al., 2012; Williams, 2014). This may have been an example where Will’s 
teacher found it easier to promote the black of the Aboriginal flag as representing the 
night sky rather than the people so that they did not have to teach about Indigenous 
topics which they felt they had neither the capacity or experience to teach. It also 
may have been a ploy to avoid engaging in the difficult discussions surrounding 
Australia’s Indigenous history. There is also the possibility that the teacher believed 
that Will had the correct understanding about the flag. When the Aboriginal people 
and their struggles have been expunged from their own flag it is reminiscent of the 
doctrine of Terra Nullius, where once again the Aboriginal people are invisible. If 
this was the case it would a significant cause for concern. 
 
Will had also learnt that his voice was silenced in the classroom and that his learning 
was insignificant. Despite requesting to sit up the front so that he could see and hear 
better and as a result participate more in his own learning, he was sent to sit at the 
back of the class. According to Will, this move was punishment for someone else’s 
classroom crimes. It did not seem that Will’s learning was important to the teacher 
and this may be because she had bought into the whole deficit discourse. The school 
was also quite happy, in fact arranged, for Will to receive a few pages of work a 
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week and for him to complete them at the drop-in centre. It appeared that the school 
wanted Will anywhere but at the school. Will may have been an example of someone 
who was pushed out of school rather than someone who dropped out of school. In 
terms of rigorous formal education, which the other students received, one might ask 
how a few sheets per week could compare. Was that because it was indicative of 
previous eras within Indigenous education where it was thought that Aboriginal 
students did not have the capacity to fully participate within the ‘white’ education 
system? With Will jumping between home schooling to formal schooling 
continuously, there seemed to be little concern for his formal educational 
achievement from anyone. This may reflect the ideas within the deficit discourse that 
he would not need much formal education as he would be unlikely to complete 
secondary or tertiary education and would only need limited education for his 
employment prospects. It might also reflect the appearance of the lack of value or 
understanding placed upon the white, western education system by his immediate 
family. 
 
Will appeared to be learning quite clearly what it meant to be an Aboriginal male in 
the eyes of the authority figures in schools. He was learning this in a way that was 
quite different to what he was learning at home. As Will proclaimed his Indigeneity 
he appeared to suffer from the stereotypical expectations of his behaviour in the 
classroom and consequently if there was trouble in the classroom then it was likely 
that he was to blame or would be blamed. He seemed to be the embodiment of what 
Peggy McIntosh (1988) described as the aspects of daily life that she did not have to 
address because of her invisible knapsack of whiteness. Will’s perception of his 
treatment within the classroom could also reflect George Yancy’s concept of the 
dangerous black body, where Will was someone to be feared and controlled as his 
Aboriginality marked him out as someone who could be dangerous within the 
classroom (Yancy, 2008). 
 
His mother may have reflected a devaluing of formal education as, when she was in 
charge of his home schooling, they engaged with little of the formal curriculum. She 
also could have been suffering from intergenerational trauma and possibly had a lack 
of positive formal school experiences so that, even though she may have thought that 
formal schooling was vital for her children, she did not have the resources to put that 
aspiration into action. The data that were collected did not allow me to hypothesise 
about which of these factors, or which combination of factors, were responsible for 
the lack of curriculum that was covered when Will’s mother chose home education 
for him. Despite my lack of information about Will’s mother’s decision and 
motivation, to home school her son and her decisions regarding the work, or lack 
thereof, that was completed during this period, Bart and Nick would posit that it did 
not come from a place that valued Will’s participation in either formal or cultural 
education.  
 
Cultural Knowledge 
There seemed to be little concern regarding the learning of cultural knowledges 
within the family and some of the wider Aboriginal community circles that Will and 
his family were connected to, but there seemed to be learning about how their culture 
could be financially beneficial. This reflects the commodification of culture where 
nothing is valued unless it can be priced and sold. One might argue that this is a 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
132	  
result of globalisation and capitalist society and that it would be naïve to presume 
that these philosophies had not infiltrated Indigenous communities. The meetings at 
Will’s house, with Keith and Will’s family and friends, in regards to starting new 
Indigenous dance troupes, and other cultural performances which could be sold to 
schools and festivals, seemed to focus on the economic rather than the cultural or 
educational side of things, although these might have been discussed at other times. 
If these dance troupes were a reflection of the previous dance troupes that Will and 
Bart had participated in then there would be little cultural knowledge involved.  
 
Although I was not privy to it, Will may have been part of deep, genuine Aboriginal 
cultural learning which he was not willing to share, particularly with a white 
researcher. I was introduced to the idea of the limited genuine knowledge 
underpinning these cultural performances by my conversations with Bart and Nick 
who also participated in these performances. This idea was then extended by my 
conversations with a number of other people who knew Keith. I was present at one 
of the meetings at Will’s house, where he was discussing starting a dance troupe, and 
he asked for my help with booking jobs for them through the school system.  The 
focus seemed to be on economics rather than learning either for the participants or 
those they were performing for. The dances were choreographed without the dancers 
learning or understanding what they were doing. This was a stark example of the 
rubbish culture that is presented, where things might ‘look’ Aboriginal but there is 
no substance behind it. It is an extension of the homogenisation of the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander cultures where the complexities of the very numerous 
cultures have been leached out and a non-threatening, superficial substitute is 
presented. The significant factor in this context was that this acceptance and 
performance of rubbish culture was not being carried out by non-Indigenous people, 
but rather by Indigenous people.   
 
Will often wore an Aboriginal armband and his niece often wore necklaces and 
bracelets decorated with the colours of the Aboriginal flag and yet there seemed to 
be little understanding of the literal meaning of the flag as well as what it represented 
for Aboriginal peoples.    
 
Will seemed to be surrounded by family and friends who proclaimed their 
Aboriginality but were still at the beginning of their cultural learning journey. As a 
result Will appeared to be comfortable with his identity as an Aboriginal male but 
had only one person that he thought that he could go to as a guide for the extension 
of his cultural knowledge. Despite this apparent lack of cultural learning he seemed 
to be surrounded by people selling cultural knowledge and, at times, he was a part of 
this when he was a member of a dance troupe. Will had learnt much about his 
Aboriginality within the classroom but most of this had been from the gaps and 
silences of Indigenous knowledges in the formal as well as the hidden curriculum. It 
is important to note that in Will’s case there was the possibility that there was indeed 
an emphasis on the inclusion of Indigenous knowledges and perspectives in the 
classroom but, due to his limited time in the classroom, he was unaware of it. 
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BART 
Identity 
Bart may have experienced identity conflicts regarding his Aboriginality within his 
family sphere. There seemed to be a continuum of identification and on each 
bookend, there were positive and negative experiences attached. This must have 
been very confusing for him. On the one end his mother (now) identified very 
strongly with her Aboriginality and this was extended to Bart, as she pulled him into 
her zealous ideas about Indigeneity and what that meant and how it should be 
enacted. Along with this apparent passion for Aboriginality came little cultural 
knowledge, other than rubbish culture, seeming mental illness, neglect and violence. 
It appeared at times as if Bart’s wants and needs went unheeded, whilst his mother 
focused upon her own identity, how she was treated because of her Aboriginality and 
how to make her Aboriginal identity economically sustainable.  
 
Bart was pulled out of formal education because of his alleged bullying and home 
schooled by his mother’s best friend even though Bart wanted to continue with 
school. This appeared to happen as she thought he was being bullied due to his 
Aboriginality and because she and her best friend received money for the home 
schooling of Bart and Will. One of the issues was that during home schooling, little 
education seemed to take place, either with the formal curriculum, as is evidenced by 
the fact that Bart could not tell the time as a twelve year old, or with any cultural 
learning. As a result, Bart seemed to have experienced a number of negative 
incidents that were aligned with identification as an Aboriginal person.  
On the other end of the continuum he has had positive experiences when identifying 
as a white Australian and not foregrounding his Aboriginality. His father said that it 
was important for everyone to be treated equally, that all his children were 
Australian and that Aboriginality did not need to be at the forefront of their identity. 
Despite this, his father seemed to have more genuine interest in Aboriginal issues 
and more cultural knowledge than his mother. His father appeared to be supportive 
of all Bart’s educational desires whether they lay within formal education or cultural 
education. Due to experiencing both positive and negative aspects aligned with his 
Aboriginality he identified as “a bit” and “sort of” an Aboriginal male. 
 
Bart also discussed how Aboriginality could be expressed phenotypically and that 
one of his brothers looked ‘more Aboriginal’ than him or his other siblings. At times 
he seemed to have quite a derogatory view of Aboriginal people. While telling me a 
story about how one of his brothers went ‘feral’ when they lived in Darwin, he 
described his brother’s behaviour, as “real Abo”. That behaviour included things 
such as not wearing shoes and generally lacking ‘civilisation’. It was notable that 
Bart aligned uncivilised behaviour with Aboriginality and this may have been due to 
his lack of cultural knowledge or because he had absorbed hegemonic ideas of the 
‘primitive’. That lack of understanding about his own Aboriginal culture seemed to 
have enabled him to assume the stereotypical views of the dominant group where 
Indigenous Australians are portrayed as less civilised than white Australians. 
 
Bart had witnessed his mother using her Aboriginality as a way of obtaining free 
goods and services and requesting special treatment. His mother did not seem to 
engage in much genuine cultural learning rather, she appeared to spend much of her 
time working out how she could be financially compensated for all the oppression 
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that she had endured because of her race. This was significant as she had only 
relatively recently (considering her age) discovered her Aboriginality. Aboriginality 
within this context seemed to be superficial and something to be used against others 
and the system. Bart had such limited cultural knowledge, or access to people who 
could help him continue his cultural journey, but he seemed to have had ample 
experiences with government departments and not-for-profit organisations in his 
mother’s desire for compensation. One of Bart’s brothers openly identified as 
Aboriginal but it was thought that this was because he thought that he might be able 
to access resources for his daughter that would not be open to him if he only 
identified as a white Australian. Once again Bart was learning that Aboriginal 
identity could be cashed in for compensation. With ready access to his father’s 
opinions regarding these financial quests, Bart also learnt that this ‘special treatment’ 
for Indigenous Australians was unwarranted. He appeared to learn that colour 
blindness was the appropriate action with regard to Aboriginality. Bart seemed to be 
caught between two opposing views regarding compensatory treatment for 
Indigenous Australians but one thing that seemed to be clear was that Bart had 
limited understanding about any of the reasons that there are compensatory 
programmes or why compensation may be sought.  
 
Family 
Many aspects of Bart’s family life seemed to have been frightening for him. He 
seemed to have learnt that family cannot always be trusted and people might not 
always make decisions in his best interest. He had experienced much conflict and 
this had been associated with his mother and her friends. Within his family life he 
had experienced a parent who purportedly had serious drug and alcohol problems. 
Even when they went away for two nights on a family holiday Bart remarked how 
she could not stop herself drinking. These alleged dependence issues seemed to have 
impacted on his mother and how she behaved around Bart. He appeared to have 
learnt that her behaviour was not consistent and could often be something to be 
concerned about.  
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Figure 19: Nick sitting in the kitchen 
There were many discussions about family history during my learning conversations 
with Bart and Nick and many conversations about events that had happened before 
Bart was born or when he was very young. Consequently Bart had internalised many 
of the negative experiences that had happened in his family, even though he had not 
experienced them first hand. Subsequently, not only had he learnt from his own 
experiences, he had learnt from all the familial experiences. The experiences with his 
mother seemed to be negative, in fact neither Bart nor Nick recounted one positive 
experience with Susan. 
 
The men in Bart’s family all engaged in learning about music and cars together. Bart 
learnt how to play music on both his electric and acoustic guitar from his two 
brothers. This passion for the guitar, which developed in the home environment, 
might be further developed within the school environment. It seemed that Bart was 
enthusiastic about music after having honed his skills at home. This seemed to occur 
in a number of areas where Bart started his educational journey about a subject, such 
as music or maths, and became confident in this area having experienced success at 
home and then followed this confidence and success into the formal education 
sphere. This seemed to imply that Bart felt more confident learning in the home 
environment, particularly with his father and brothers, and only after becoming 
successful or mastering a task would he engage with it in the formal school setting.  
 
In the home and community setting Bart also appeared to learn how to master skills 
just through observation, such as the tricks he could do on his scooter. He developed 
these skills by having watched older friends and professionals, such as The Crusty 
Demons and Nitro Circus, and then mimicked what he had seen. The perseverance 
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required to master these skills did not always seem to be present when learning other 
skills, particularly those needed in the classroom.  
 
When he lived with his mother, Bart learnt that she would neither listen to him nor 
respect his wishes, particularly when it came to visiting his father or his wishes 
regarding formal schooling. Bart’s pleas to spend time with his father, particularly 
on special occasions like his father’s birthday, fell on deaf ears and he was forced to 
spend time with his mother, her best friend and her family. This also happened when 
she pulled Bart out of school despite Bart’s requests for this not to happen. Bart also 
learnt that his mum’s best friend, Bonnie, was more important to his mother than 
Bart himself was. This was experienced when Bonnie and her family would steal or 
break Bart’s belongings, especially if his father or his siblings had given them to 
him. Bart’s mother was apparently happy for Bonnie to threaten violence towards 
her son and then not to defend or support him in any way. It seems that Bart’s father 
was the only person who respected Bart and allowed him to have a voice. 
 
Bart’s mother had also taught Bart that money was the most important thing above 
all else. Anything and everything, including family and futures could be traded in the 
hope of becoming wealthier.  
 
Mudrooroo (1995) discussed how within Aboriginal families and communities 
children learn from participating within the conversations and demonstrations of 
adults and Bart seemed to demonstrate this. Although Bart’s father is not Aboriginal, 
Bart had learnt so many lessons from participating in activities and narratives with 
him. This was also demonstrated with our learning conversations as they always 
happened in the kitchen with both Bart and Nick, and at times other members of his 
family, and stories would be told about their family history, as well as many other 
subjects, such as car mechanics and mathematics. Bart appeared to have trouble with 
learning some things within the classroom, but this might have been due to his 
disrupted schooling. However, he might then be very successful learning the same 
things around the kitchen table with the older members of his family. 
 
Formal Schooling 
Bart had experienced some significant learning within his schooling lifeworld as he 
had experienced a number of different schooling sites. Bart had moved between a 
number of state and Catholic schools, some of which he had liked and some that he 
did not. He had also experienced home schooling where little was engaged in except 
going to the shops, spending time with his mother’s friends and doing chores. He 
had also experienced schooling in an alternative setting for students who were 
having various problems within the ‘everyday’ classroom. 
 
Bart had experienced many negative things within the formal education site such as 
bullying and a lack of concern. It seemed as if he had been moved around to many 
schools without the teachers having taken any interest in him, such as what was 
happening in his home life or what his achievements had been within the western 
education system. One might ask if this was because the teachers did not think he 
was worth putting the time and effort into, and, if so why not? Home schooling can 
be a very successful alternative educational approach and can be an opportunity for 
students to learn a variety of knowledges and perspectives, but Bart seemed to have 
ROUND	  PEGS	  IN	  SQUARE	  HOLES	  	  
	  
137	  
missed this opportunity. Rather, during his home schooling experience he missed out 
on both the formal curriculum as well as the cultural learning that he could have 
been engaging with. In his time at the Denise Kable Centre Bart appeared to learn 
that he could not trust the teachers, either with the truth or his well-being, both 
emotional and educational. A number of times Bart witnessed teachers either lying to 
him, or lying about him, to other teachers or administrators and this appeared to have 
taught him that his opinion or voice was not heard or respected within this particular 
school. Within this site, Bart also learnt that formal education could be a dangerous 
place, particularly when there were students who carried knives to school and when 
there were attacks on other students.  
 
Cultural Knowledge 
Bart had limited cultural knowledge and could not talk about his country or mob. 
Notwithstanding his lack of cultural knowledge, he had participated in cultural 
activities, such as being a member of an Aboriginal dance troupe. Within this dance 
troupe he did not learn the stories that the dances were conveying, instead he seemed 
to only learn some movements, such as being an Emu or picking berries. He was 
painted for the performances but the painting was just handprints without any 
symbolism. This lack of connection between the dances and bodily decorations and 
meaning did not seem to have worried him and appeared to cement an homogenised 
and rubbish Aboriginal culture where any significance or meaning with cultural 
learning, such as dancing, had been leached out. 
 
LEO  
Identity 
Leo’s educational lifeworld appeared to have taught him that one’s identity was 
generally fixed (at this point in time) and consistent and that was echoed in his self 
description as an ‘arty’ person and not also a ‘sporty’ person, despite being talented 
at and enjoying sport at school. This identification as a ‘sporty’ person seemed to 
already have been taken by his older brother.  According to Leo, it seemed as if, 
within his educational lifeworld, one could not have a fluid and ever changing 
identity. 
 
There also seemed to be the understanding of being a ‘good’ Aboriginal or a ‘bad’ 
Aboriginal and this was connected to how closely one aligned with the dominant 
group’s stereotypical images of Aboriginality. It appeared that Leo appreciated his 
mother’s strictness as it helped him to avoid falling into the ‘bad’ Aboriginal 
category that many of his peers apparently fell into.  
 
Family 
Within the family milieu Leo seemed to have learnt a number of competing concepts 
about Aboriginality. On the one hand, he seemed to have some knowledge about his 
culture in that he knew where his parents’ country was and understood about the 
extinction of the language from a particular area and he knew a number of the 
Jarowair and Giabal stories. On the other hand he had also learnt that Aboriginal 
youth could be dangerous people and, as a result, mixing with the ‘bad’ Aboriginals 
was forbidden. Excelling in a prestigious school with a very low Indigenous 
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population was what was supported and expected within the family context. Both 
Leo and his brother excelled in spheres in which stereotypically, Indigenous 
Australians are expected to excel: art and sport. When Leo discussed his 
employment prospects within the police force, he relayed a conversation that had 
occurred between he and his father concerning the difficulties that might arise if he 
had to arrest a family member. He emphasised that only people who break the law 
were arrested but there seemed to be an assumption that members of his family 
would be arrested at some point. 
 
Formal Schooling 
Both through his family unit and his formal schooling Leo appeared to have learnt 
that he was in a very privileged position to attend that Grammar school, particularly 
because the Indigenous population was very limited. This school promoted certain 
types of behaviour and certain types of knowledges. Within this formal educational 
sphere there was a lack of Indigenous knowledges and perspectives within the 
curriculum and the only time that Leo had ever studied anything connected to 
Indigenous knowledges was in art where the class did dot painting. This reflected the 
hierarchical nature of the curriculum where certain knowledges were valued over 
other knowledges. With such a prestigious school, where academic success was 
encouraged and promoted, the curriculum revealed what was thought of as ‘correct’ 
knowledge and knowledge that the students would need once they graduated from 
secondary education and entered tertiary education and society at large. With the 
absence of Indigenous knowledges one might extrapolate that knowledges had been 
arranged according to their perceived value and consequently Indigenous 
knowledges were absent from the curriculum. 
 
The lack of compensatory programs within the school did not suggest that the school 
had moved away from the deficit discourse, instead it appeared to highlight the 
school’s ability to pick and choose which students could attend and to only enrol 
students who they thought could and would uphold the school’s particular ideas 
about education. It seemed as if entry into the school for Aboriginal students came 
about because of what these students could contribute to the school and as a result 
many of the Indigenous students were there on scholarships. Leo was attending the 
school on a music scholarship whilst his brother was attending on a sporting 
scholarship. Leo seemed to learn, both within his family and within his school, that 
there were certain stereotyped avenues, such as sport and the arts, which are 
available for Indigenous people to be successful at and thereby contribute to the 
community. Indeed his family seemed to reflect these community stereotypes very 
effectively, with one son succeeding in his sporting endeavours, and the other 
succeeding with art. That school’s approach seemed to be that certain Indigenous 
students had been identified as having a talent that the white dominant group valued 
and consequently they were brought and bought into the school to make them more 
like ‘us’ (read white). Having a number of (‘talented’) Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students enrolled would add to their image as a school that could be 
‘diverse’. So the lack of compensatory programs should not be viewed as the school 
having moved towards a more inclusive institution, rather it was an exceptionally 
exclusionary domain.  
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Leo seemed to succeed within this ‘white’ institution because he toed the authority 
line and internalised the (white) values that the school viewed as important. This 
appeared to be the government policy of assimilation in action. Leo appeared to 
shroud his identity as an Aboriginal male and foregrounded his ability to accept and 
reflect the values and behaviours that the dominant group saw as necessary. 
Although every person’s identity is constantly in a state of motion, dependent on the 
particular place in time, geographic location and sociocultural understandings, it was 
notable that when Leo was given free reign to photograph and discuss all the 
learning that occurred within his life that was important to him, he chose to focus on 
his formal schooling (figure 13 and 20). 
 
Figure 20: Leo (left) on a school excursion to the Gallery of Modern Art 
This particular schooling site taught Leo that certain types of cultural capital were 
valued and respected. White middle-class cultural capital was what was promoted 
and accepted within this site and in Leo’s case this was seemingly consistent with 
the messages that he received from his family. Leo had learnt the lesson about how 
one should behave so well from his school that, even when he attended a large music 
concert in another town and found himself sitting next to a teacher from his school, 
he still curbed his behaviour into what he thought was appropriate for the teacher 
rather than the context. 
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Cultural Knowledge 
Leo could cite where his parents were from and that the language of his mother’s 
country was extinct. Leo said that he had been to his father’s country (figure 14) but 
he did not know much about that culture. He seemed to learn more from his mother 
but whether that was from her teachings at home or from her work in an Indigenous 
support centre was unknown. During the conversation Leo seemed to be reluctant to 
talk about his cultural understandings and felt much more comfortable with 
discussing the teachings he received at school. This would fit with the knowledge 
hierarchy that was promoted within the school. It would appear as if Leo had 
internalised the dominant group’s views about education (schooling) and what was 
considered valuable within this sphere.  
 
DAVID  
Identity 
David seemed to have a very strong Aboriginal identity. Although David did not 
possess the phenotypical features associated with Aboriginality this was not once 
brought up as something which worried him or had ever made him question his 
Aboriginality. His confidence and pride surrounding his identity seemed to have led 
him to engage in further education and employment that allowed him to connect with 
other Indigenous people and to help them with their own identity issues. This could 
be seen with his choice of TAFE and university courses, which were a Certificate 4 
in Community Service Work and a Bachelor of Social Science, with an Indigenous 
Studies major. These formal educational choices appeared to have led to 
employment where David was assisting younger people in coming to terms with 
their own Aboriginality. This consisted of working with Indigenous youth in 
Juvenile Justice, as an Aboriginal mentor at a primary school and as a Community 
Education Councillor at a high school. David also pursued these activities in a 
voluntary capacity, working with the Police-Citizens Youth Club (PCYC) helping 
them to keep Indigenous youth off the streets and out of the criminal justice system 
as well as a high school mentor in the DARE programme. 
 
A lifeworld clash that David discussed appeared to be the idea of his future or 
prospects. On the one hand he talked at length regarding the many members of his 
family who were successful and actively participated in employment surrounding 
Indigenous issues and yet, when he spoke about his motivation for studying and 
career options, he stated, “Well it’s led me down the path that I am going because 
I’ve always wanted to be better than what I was going. I didn’t want to be stuck on 
the dole. I didn’t want to have to live day by day. I wanted to have things. I wanted 
to be able to succeed in life. I wanted to say that I have changed someone else’s life. 
So I wanted to make a difference. I wanted to help people”. Where had this thought 
that he might fail, or not become an employed member of society, come from, 
particularly when he was surrounded by so many members of his family who were 
not just employed but worked within areas that were making a difference to people’s 
lives? Could this have been a reflection of how others, excluding his family, perceive 
his identity? Could this be a reflection of how Aboriginal males are stereotypically 
portrayed within public pedagogies? 
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Family 
In his opinion, he belonged to a family, which participated enthusiastically within 
organisations that were actively trying to promote Aboriginal education and 
employment. For example, David’s grandmother was a founding member of the New 
South Wales Aboriginal Education Consultancy Group, his father worked within 
Aboriginal education, his aunty and cousin worked within Aboriginal housing and 
his uncle worked as an educator within juvenile justice. 
 
His familial and cultural lifeworld seemed to have had a positive impact upon what 
happened within his formal education lifeworld. David discussed how important a 
role the land played in his and his family’s lives. He had a real connection to nature 
particularly water (figure 21). That connection to water allowed him to transform his 
feelings and behaviours when he started to feel overwhelmed by anger while he was 
attending high school. The Murrumbidgee river ran next to the school, so whenever 
David needed to calm down he would go and sit by the river. He did not tell the 
school that he was doing this, as this area was out of bounds, and he  did not 
experience any consequences for taking this action. 
 
 
Figure 21: Flat Rock, Bathurst 
 
When David spoke of his family he spoke at length about his Aboriginal family, 
only briefly mentioning his mother, who was not Indigenous. His Aboriginal family 
and education seemed to have made much more of an impact upon David than his 
non-Aboriginal family and education. His family seemed to be the source of most of 
his cultural learning. His grandmother appeared to be a source of knowledge for both 
his Bundjalung culture as well as the country that he grew up on Wiradjiri. David 
stated “She’s well respected. She’s, even though she’s not Wiradjiri, she’s 
considered an elder as well…..Cause she knows the history….The local history 
yeah.”  
 
The aspect of his educational lifeworld that was derived from his Aboriginal family 
and community seemed to provide educative opportunities rather than direct 
instruction. When he discussed learning to play the didgeridoo, artwork, and making 
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spears, he mentioned that there were no specific lessons or instructions, rather that he 
just knew how to do it. “We learnt to play the didgeridoo since we were knee high to 
a grasshopper….We taught ourselves.” So it would seem that David’s immersion in 
certain cultural things, such as art and music provided the experience needed.  
 
Frugality or making do without much money seemed to be another thread within 
David’s educational lifeworld and something that had developed within the family. It 
appeared as if David had learnt this skill from his father. David recounted a family 
trip to Leighton when there was not enough money to buy food from the shops to 
last the whole time so his father purchased two sheep for the family to eat during 
their time away. This seemed to have continued throughout David’s life as he 
discussed how he and his partner liked to travel around Australia, but that they 
always had to do it without much money. He also talked about how he had bought 
cheap motorbikes and vehicles and was able to restore them, as his father was a 
mechanic who had passed on his formal learning experiences and knowledge to 
David. This enabled him to have cars and motorcycles without the expensive price 
tag that often accompanied these requisitions. 
 
Formal Schooling 
Despite David’s success with formal tertiary education his experiences with primary 
and secondary schooling were not as successful. David spoke openly and at length 
about his issues with anger management, particularly at school. There was an 
incident where he was removed from a history class because he disagreed with the 
teacher regarding the inaccurate teaching of Indigenous history that was occurring. 
At one of the schools that David attended, his father was the Aboriginal Education 
Officer, so that possibly influenced how the teaching staff and administration treated 
him. 
 
David did comment upon the teaching of Indigenous knowledges and perspectives 
whilst he was at school. He discussed the history teacher who had him removed 
because he disagreed with the content of Aboriginal history that the teacher 
presented and how he gave another version of events. He also spoke of how there 
was the presentation of ‘Aboriginal’ culture as if there was only one homogenous 
culture rather than the enormous diversity in languages, stories and practices. 
 
David seemed to experience some clashes between these two parts of his educational 
lifeworld. On the one hand he learnt, through his family and community, a particular 
version of Aboriginal history, which was in direct opposition with the formal 
curriculum that was being presented by the history teacher. When David gave his 
version of the events, he was silenced and physically removed from the room, 
seemingly to stop him educating the rest of his class members about the Aboriginal 
history that did not marry up to the laundered version that is often presented by 
systems of social control, such as schools. 
 
David’s father was very enthusiastic about David’s participation in formal education, 
despite how Aboriginal histories were presented in the curriculum, and ensured 
David completed high school. This included moving him to a Catholic school 
because David was getting into too much trouble at the State school. He helped 
David to build a network within further education so he that could complete his 
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certificate 4 in community service work and welfare, which enabled him to begin a 
university degree. 
 
David had always loved art and said that it was a skill that had come naturally to 
him, but there were some techniques that he had been taught, such as ‘how to draw a 
proper lizard and stuff like that.’ He relayed stories about Reconciliation Week in 
both primary and secondary schools where students were taught how to do 
‘Indigenous’ designs but without any information given regarding the meanings 
behind the artwork or any explanations of the stories attached to it (figure 22). There 
also seemed to be no mention of Indigenous art being incorporated into any other 
part of the formal curriculum during his time at school. It was as if Indigenous 
knowledges had been stripped of all their meaning and connections to country and 
were taught in an isolated, tokenistic manner during one week of the year and devoid 
of history and significance. It was as if the concept of Terra Nullius was reflected in 
how Indigenous knowledges and perspectives were taught, as if they belonged to no 
one, were without meaning and were universal throughout Australia.   
 
Figure 22: Artwork on top of a stool that David made in high school and used in his work with Indigenous youth 
 
There also seemed to be another major clash between two aspects of his lifeworld 
with regard to the diversity concerning what constitutes Aboriginality. Within his 
family and community David had come to appreciate the diversity between 
Aboriginal cultures but within his formal schooling, there was a presentation of one 
homogenous ‘Aboriginal’ culture. Throughout this project I found that this 
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ubiquitous idea of a single Aboriginal culture could emerge in dialogues, even with 
people who were well versed in the plethora and diversity of Aboriginal cultures, as 
happened many times with David when he referred to the singular Aboriginal 
culture. This educational clash between the view of homogeneity and heterogeneity 
of Indigenous cultures within David’s lifeworld seemed to influence how he engaged 
with Indigenous students within his various roles. He emphasised the diversity 
amongst Indigenous art (figure 17 and 22). He also ensured that all the knowledges 
and practices that the students were taught and were exposed to at school were both 
appropriate to the country that they were on and something that had been verified by 
Elders. It spoke to the strength of his identity as an Aboriginal man that, despite 
having been exposed and surrounded by the attempt to silence the diverse and 
various histories and experiences of Indigenous Australians throughout his time in 
formal schooling, he could then expose this deceit and educate Indigenous students 
in a manner that he was not afforded. Apparently that clash, which David 
experienced, enabled him, in the formal schooling sphere, to promote the diversity of 
Aboriginal cultures and identities. 
 
Employment 
Those experiences of contention, between home and school teachings, seemed to 
have influenced how David worked within his position as a Community Education 
Councillor. He spoke at length about how what was taught was appropriate to be 
taught on Jarowair and Giabal land, as that was where the school was situated. The 
content that was taught was checked with local elders as well as the parents of the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. The students also learnt about the 
hidden Aboriginal histories, something, which was not done when David was at 
school. There was also the attempt to inject meaning into what was taught regarding 
Indigenous knowledges. Despite ‘learning’ or participating in Indigenous art, that 
was devoid of meaning, at school, David realised how important it was to teach 
appropriate and culturally specific information. So to that end he included the 
meaning behind symbols in art when he taught his students. The only issue was that 
David researched this information from the Internet and the veracity, or relevance 
and appropriateness of this information, could then be questioned. It is 
understandable why people have to complete this type of research via the Internet, 
rather than within family and community settings, as the impact of government 
policies have had an enormous bearing upon the educational lifeworlds of most 
Indigenous peoples. When people have to resort to researching these types of 
knowledges via the internet the result may be a key to understanding the 
homogenisation of the many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures within 
Australia and the rise of a ‘rubbish’ Indigenous culture.  
 
David stated that his education was lacking when he was at school and that he did 
not really fit into the mould, which was why he did not succeed. Despite this, he had 
completed further education and was working within the education system in an 
attempt to help other Indigenous students have positive schooling experiences. David 
could articulate how he did not fit into the typecast of what made up formal 
schooling and yet, as an adult and someone who worked within education, he then 
seemed to be part of the machine that provided compensatory programmes for 
Indigenous students which kept these students ‘engaged’ by providing pathways to 
workplace apprenticeships. During our discussions there were no conversations 
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about changing how education was perceived or why the ‘mould’ only seemed to fit 
certain students who held a particular type of cultural capital. David even espoused 
the ‘official party line’ with regard to Indigenous education, which was that his goal 
as a community education councillor was to move the students towards gainful 
employment and to ‘close the gap on their education’. It was interesting that David 
had such poor experiences with schooling but still wanted to work within those 
parameters. David was a very interesting participant to work with because we 
explored his educational lifeworld as a student and then we also had the opportunity 
to explore his educational lifeworld as an educator and to discover how he was 
attempting to shape aspects of the educational lifeworlds of his students. 
 
Despite David’s success at TAFE and university, within his work there seemed to be 
a lot of emphasis around the focus on traineeships and basic low-level employment 
goals for Indigenous students. That reflected the deficit discourse of Indigenous 
education where there seemed to be an assumption that the Indigenous students did 
not want to, or could not, participate effectively in tertiary education and prestigious 
professions. There was a focus on trades and giving the Indigenous students basic 
skills such as, what they should wear to a job interview and how to write a cover 
letter. There was no mention that these basic compensatory programmes were 
offered to the entire school community instead it appeared to be only for Indigenous 
students.  
 
Cultural Knowledge 
Despite David’s conversations about the diversity within Indigenous cultures, he 
would often just use the singular, such as, “You get that with anyone from my family 
as they are very passionate about Indigenous culture.” That seemed to demonstrate 
the pervasiveness of how language is formed around Indigenous issues, that even 
someone who was very aware of the diversity within Aboriginal and or Torres Strait 
Islander cultures could fall back in to speaking as if there was just a singular culture.  
 
David knew that his totem was Magpie and he knew where his country was and he 
appeared to be aware that he was in the middle of his journey about finding out 
about his particular culture. He learnt about his people, country and stories from his 
grandmother and he was passionate about continuing this learning journey. 
	  
WALTER  
Identity 
Walter seemed to have had a number of experiences that had led to him having 
identity conflicts. Walter could actually pinpoint a number of times when he had 
been at a crossroads in his life and had made a decision, which dramatically affected 
his future (figure 23).  
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Figure 23: Walter in the Australian army 
 
 
Walter did not have the phenotypical features of an Australian Aboriginal person and 
this seemed to have caused confusion and conflict within his identity. “You’re just  a 
blackfella and that’s all you are but you’re in white skin and that’s all I could get 
through my head. And my parents saying that to me too. You know you might be 
Aboriginal but you’re white.” At times Walter seemed quite focused on features that 
could be connected to Aboriginality. We had discussions about skin colour and how 
his father’s skin colour seemed to have changed and become lighter as he aged: “He 
was pretty dark when he was younger now he’s older, a lot older, he is getting very 
light skinned” and how Walter’s nose shape had changed as he aged. On the one 
hand, he could acknowledge that one did not have to have black skin to be 
Aboriginal, as he had explained to his daughter when he revealed their Aboriginality 
to her, “And I said to her, do you know that you are Aboriginal? She said no I am 
not, I’ve got red hair and white arms. I said yeah but you’re still Aboriginal.” On the 
other hand, he seemed to contradict that understanding when he discussed searching 
for help, with making connections and broadening his understanding of his past, 
when he approached anyone who looked Aboriginal to ask for help with researching 
his past and cultural understandings. It seemed as if there was a gradient of 
One of these times occurred when he first 
joined the army, as he said that he had been 
at a turning point where he could either 
join the army or go to jail. It seemed that 
one of the most dramatic things that Walter 
had learnt within his family was that his 
Aboriginal identity was something to be 
ashamed of. One could deduce that Walter 
had learnt his father’s lesson about placing 
his Aboriginal identity in the background 
when he enlisted, as that was a physical 
commitment to protect (white) Australia. 
Walter appeared to have carried around 
with him, his and his father’s generation’s 
shame of Aboriginality. This seemed to be 
reflected in his decision to join the army of 
the country that colonised and committed 
genocide against his people. One could 
argue that this was one way for Walter to 
reconcile his father’s teachings regarding 
his Aboriginality. At some point though, 
Walter had begun to disregard what he had 
learnt within his family and wider 
Australian society, about Aboriginality and 
had decided to foreground this aspect of his 
identity. The pain and embarrassment had 
become less than the social and emotional 
benefits of identifying as Aboriginal.  	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Aboriginality and if one ‘looked’ Aboriginal one must have more cultural knowledge 
and understanding.  
 
Walter internalised many of the educational stereotypes surrounding Indigenous 
education. He discussed his belief that he could not go to university because of his 
lack of education and lack of ability. “And I thought to myself that’s something I 
couldn’t do, couldn’t go to uni, couldn’t do that because I never had the education. I 
was just too stupid.” This demonstrated the concept of hegemony, where a person 
believes and has internalised the propaganda put forth by the dominant social group, 
in this case that Aboriginality and educational incapability were somehow a ‘natural’ 
link. 
 
Walter’s children seemed to have witnessed and experienced Walter’s dislocated 
identity and his quest to reach some sort of balance and understanding. He talked 
about how they loved the idea of being Aboriginal because it meant, “we finally 
know who we are.” In some ways there seemed to be some peace for his children in 
being able to put a label on that axis of their identity.  
 
Growing up within his family, nearing the official end of the policies and practices 
that led to the Stolen Generations, had an enormous impact upon Walter’s identity. 
Having come from a family where his identity as an Aboriginal person was denied or 
punished, having had to escape from the men who were trying to seize him, as well 
as having had to cope with family and teachers who would not acknowledge that the 
Department of Communities and Families attempted to take him, appeared to lead to 
Walter feeling worthless and unwanted. “It will just give me not sad feelings but 
feelings of being unwanted as a kid.” At times Walter said that it ‘does not faze him 
because I am all grown up and got my own kids” and yet those feelings of being 
unwanted still “drags me back in.” It appeared as if Walter was looking for a sense 
of belonging that was missing from his childhood and that he might be suffering 
from intergenerational trauma, which is very common amongst Indigenous peoples 
worldwide, due to the traumatic events, particularly with respect to cultural, family 
and identity attacks, that they have endured. 
 
Walter seemed to have learnt, and internalised, many of the stereotypical ideas 
attached to Indigenous Australians, such as that they are people to be feared. He 
discussed how he felt safe in the town and which might have seemed weird when 
“you could get your head blown off by somebody or bashed or something.” There 
was no discussion about any other person having committed violent acts, just that if 
‘you do right by the culture” then you are safe. That was the enactment of the idea 
that the black body is dangerous and something to be feared (Yancy, 2008). 
 
Walter had discovered that there were times when he had to ‘prove’ his identity. In 
the army, although he was discriminated against for his Aboriginality, he was also 
asked to prove his nationality. He was asked to present his passport as proof that he 
was a real Australian. That pursuit of ‘proof’ of his Aboriginal identity seemed like 
another important thread, which ran throughout his educational lifeworld and might 
have been connected to the fact that he did not necessarily ‘look’ Aboriginal in a 
stereotypical sense. That, coupled with his immediate family’s denial of his heritage, 
lest it be used in a derogatory manner, seemed to have created the need for official 
paperwork to prove his Aboriginality. He talked at length about how he had been on 
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the quest for paperwork to prove the suspicions, about his Aboriginality, he had held 
since he was a young child. When he did find something that seemed to be 
connected to his identity, he was punished for it in a physical reminder that White 
was the ‘correct’ identity that Walter should have embraced. In Walter’s family, 
although he had an Aboriginal parent and a non-Aboriginal parent, there appeared to 
be no mistaking which culture was the preferred and dominant one. At almost fifty 
years of age Walter was still desperate to have the paperwork, which would prove 
his identity. “It’s probably being nasty but I want that paperwork as soon as I can 
because it is important to me. It shows that I haven’t been chasing a dream or 
whatever the case may be, just making sure I am right, you know.” So, even though 
Walter identified as an Aboriginal person and had told his children of their 
Aboriginality, he still appeared to not be completely confident of this. According to 
Walter, being able to definitively prove that he was Aboriginal would complete his 
identity.  
 
Walter talked about finding members of his family and that these family members 
were “dark as too” and how much it meant to the “lighter skinned Aboriginal 
people” to find family members like that. Walter showed me a photograph and 
pointed out how dark he was in the photo and how that seemed to have changed with 
his age. It seemed as if Walter needed to have a connection to family members who 
had the phenotypical features of an Aboriginal person so as to prove his 
Aboriginality. With his history of so many dichotomies, it was understandable why 
Walter, at times, seemed to question his authenticity as an Aboriginal man.  
 
Family 
Walter seemed to have had many turbulent and challenging experiences, within his 
family life, which seemed to have been very confusing for him. He discussed many 
seemingly contradictory experiences, which mainly centred on his identification as 
an Aboriginal or as a white Australian. He recounted that his grandmother had very 
dark skin and that this in turn ensured poor treatment of him, from members of his 
family, when he was with her.  
 
Walter’s father was forcibly taken away from Walter’s grandmother when he was a 
young child and sent to a boarding school where he only completed school to year 
five. Walter’s mother completed school to year ten. His parents’ experiences might 
have influenced how they viewed formal education and therefore Walter’s 
participation in it. Having endured forcible removal, and the probable oppressive and 
brutal experiences that followed, it would be understandable if Walter’s father were 
distrustful or guarded about formal schooling for Walter. This might be seen in 
Walter’s parents’ ambivalence towards Walter leaving secondary school before he 
had completed his senior years, although it might just be reflective of the historical 
period and the family’s socioeconomic status. Despite this purported lack of support 
for formal schooling, Walter’s father did not want Walter educated in their 
Aboriginal knowledges and, as a result, this lack of value placed on education of any 
kind seemed to teach Walter that education was meaningless. 
 
 
Walter’s father appeared to try to teach Walter that Aboriginality was something to 
be ashamed of and something that he should hide. His father tried to force his son to 
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‘pass’ as a white Australian. According to Khanna and Johnson (2010, p. 380) 
“racial passing has generally been understood as a phenomenon in which a person of 
one race identifies and presents himself or herself as another (usually white)”. The 
act of ‘passing’ is usually an individual’s choice, as the result of the forces brought 
to bear by political and social climates, rather than a choice that has been forced 
upon them by another person. Passing is a very extreme course of action for 
someone to choose, as it requires them to cut themselves off from their family and 
their history. It ensures that they will spend their life continually checking over their 
shoulder in case someone could blow their cover.  
 
Walter’s experiences could be viewed as an example of Frantz Fanon’s concept of 
amputation (Fanon, 1967). It appeared as if Walter’s father tried to amputate Walter 
from his Aboriginal identity, history, cultures and worldviews and forced him to take 
on a non-Indigenous worldview and identity as the only ‘civilised’ option. The 
actions of Walter’s father seemed to be a result of his experiences as an Aboriginal 
man within a time period when this was something that you were punished for. 
Fanon explains that amputation of identity, worldviews and cultures is part of the 
structure of colonialism. 
When we consider the efforts made to carry out the cultural estrangement so 
characteristic of the colonial epoch, we realise that nothing has been left to 
chance and that the total result looked for by colonial domination was indeed 
to convince the natives that colonialism came to lighten their darkness. The 
effect consciously sought by colonialism was to drive into the natives’ heads 
the idea that if the settlers were to leave, they would at once fall back into 
barbarism, degradation and bestiality (Fanon, 1963, pp. 210-211)   
 
Walter suffered at the hands of non-Indigenous family members due to his 
Aboriginality. He was often forced from the house to eat in the yard, regardless of 
the climatic conditions, and to take responsibility for his three young siblings 
because his grandmother’s non-Indigenous husband apparently perceived them as 
Aboriginal and, according to Walter, not worthy of staying inside the house.  
 
Walter was part of a gang during his adolescence and he felt protected within this 
pseudo-family. It seemed as if Walter felt accepted within this environment and that 
identity issues surrounding his Aboriginality and all the conflict that was within his 
family were absent in this environment.  
 
Both his gang membership and employment within the army appeared to be related 
to the lack of family support. “My father didn’t sort of care just because I was the 
oldest and I used to look after all the younger ones. He just said he didn’t really care 
if I was in trouble, he’d let me go, it wouldn’t matter. So that’s when I was probably 
starting to get a bit edgy at the age of 15 and things like that. Because nobody was 
able to bring us up other than grandparents but they were never around. They lived 
too far away.”  
 
Walter said that trusting people was missing from many aspects of his educational 
lifeworld. He also said that caring and warmth was something that was missing from 
his family education and he suggested that the reason for that might have been based 
on their determination to try to hide their identity and their Aboriginality. Walter 
seemed to learn that being Aboriginal was something that one had to hide, such as 
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when his female cousins used make-up to lighten their skin and consequently 
disguised their identity as an Aboriginal person. He felt that his family was not a safe 
space in which to learn about his Aboriginality, but, having moved states and away 
from his family, he had finally found somewhere that he could do that. He spoke 
about the opportunity that he had to learn things from his grandmother, but his father 
would not allow them to spend time together. Consequently, Walter used to have to 
jump the fence so that he could go and meet her somewhere. Walter accepted being 
beaten by his father as he sought information and understanding about his 
background, information that he could seemingly only obtain from his grandmother. 
 
Walter believed that his family would not allow him to know and embrace his 
Aboriginal identity and it seemed that this sterilisation of his Aboriginality had a 
direct impact upon the cultural knowledge that he had. Walter blamed government 
policies attached to the Stolen Generations for many of the negative experiences he 
had because of his Aboriginality. Being pursued, on the way home from school, by 
people connected to the Department of Communities and Families during the first 
few years of his formal schooling, seemed to have impacted upon his relationship 
with formal education. Walter’s experience of having had to run and hide from the 
“men from the government” had taught him that school was not a safe place. He 
discussed how that was a feeling that many Indigenous peoples shared and 
something that was taught and learnt within the family and community.  
 His father’s denial of his and his son’s Aboriginality also appeared to have had a 
direct impact upon Walter’s educational lifeworld and how he had come to 
understand himself and his culture. This forced denial of his Aboriginality ensured 
that Walter did not have access to the knowledges and experiences that are unique to 
those who grow up in a family where Aboriginal knowledges are embraced. 
Consequently, Walter did not know many important aspects about his culture and 
had to research for years, on the internet and through informal networks, to try to 
uncover information which could have been available to him, had his father allowed 
open identification with his Aboriginal family and community. Evidently, his 
father’s choices ensured that Walter had to suffer the negativity associated with 
Aboriginality, such as discrimination and racism without any of the positives, such 
as specialised knowledges about the world and his relationship within it.   
 
Walter could recall having moved home around seventeen times by the time he was 
in grade six. He only discovered, about twenty years ago, that all the moves were to 
evade the people who were trying to “grab us half-caste people, as it was then.” 
Walter seemed to have learnt that being Aboriginal was something that was negative 
and something which one had to hide and to be ashamed of. He was confused that of 
all his siblings, he was the only one that was targeted by his father and by the 
government. At the time that it occurred his family did not explain why he was 
chased and why they constantly moved house. This lack of explanation and therefore 
understanding of the reasons behind why these things happened to him seemed to 
have influenced his desire as an adult to uncover as much information about himself 
that he could. This lack of connection to his culture and country also seemed to have 
influenced his passion to actively participate in his community as an adult. For 
example, he volunteered his time at his children’s school, as well as at other schools 
and he was involved in many Indigenous committees and organisations throughout 
the town. That passionate involvement in all things Indigenous contradicted the lack 
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of involvement in Indigenous community life and learning that he was made to 
endure growing up. 
 
Walter’s father had admitted only once, to Walter that they were Aboriginal but then 
left it to his mother to continue the explanation. That lack of transparency seemed to 
have spurred Walter on with his personal research quest. What followed was that 
Walter had begun to “pull any blackfella up in the street and say look can you help 
me find this?” so it appeared that Walter had learnt that colour, or how much 
someone reflected the stereotype of what an Aboriginal person ‘should’ look like, 
was linked to knowledge.  
 
Formal Schooling 
Walter did not have very positive or successful experiences with formal schooling. 
These negative experiences had begun when he was in primary school (figure 24) 
when he constantly battled with the issue of trying to make it home safely without 
being taken away by men, as part of the practices that led to the Stolen Generations. 
The realisation that he was a victim of this particular government policy was not 
understood by Walter until he was much older. In fact, during the years when Walter 
was avoiding these government officials, no one in his family, or teachers at the 
school, told him why it happened. Walter was not sure how aware the teachers were 
about his situation but they seemed to just disregard his questions as nonsensical. It 
seemed the only acknowledgement of what had occurred were the constant moves 
between houses. He explicitly asked his teachers about why this had happened but 
apparently no help or information was given. That could, understandably, have led to 
Walter’s uneasiness about the safety or protection offered by schools. 
 
Figure 24: Walter in grade 2 (first row, second from left) 
 
Walter’s family did not have a history of tertiary education, with only Walter and 
another cousin ever having had attended university. His family did not appear to 
have encouraged or supported him in the completion of his high school education 
and that might have been due to his father’s personal experiences of schooling as an 
Aboriginal Australian. There was also an absence of encouragement or support for 
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Walter to complete his high school studies from the school or education department 
but this might have been due to the historical era when this was set, as Walter was in 
high school during the 1970s. During that time period it was more common for 
people to leave school as soon as it was legally possible and to find employment 
without completing secondary or tertiary education. 
 
Despite having had poor experiences with formal education while he attended 
school, Walter dedicated a lot of his time to volunteering in many schools, including 
his children’s. Those positive experiences, as well as the help of some teachers, 
seemed to have led Walter to reflect upon some of the ingrained ideas he had had 
about his ability to learn and about his educational journey. Overturning his 
internalisation of the deficit theory of Indigenous education had meant that Walter 
successfully completed a Bachelor of Education. That journey to disrupt firmly held 
beliefs was not simple or quick. It had began when he was asked to speak at the 
school about his life experiences and how one could recover from traumatic events, 
such as having had a truck accident, and then the discussion turned to his 
Aboriginality. It was noteworthy that Walter had been talking about overcoming 
obstacles when the speech turned to Aboriginality, as it would seem that Walter 
viewed aspects of his identity, as an obstacle that had needed to be overcome. That 
school requested for Walter to talk to a number of classes. Walter discussed in great 
length how one of the teachers, who was herself a “light skinned Aboriginal”, had 
suggested that he become a teacher and so began the long journey to fulfil his goal. 
Besides having overcome the belief that he was not smart enough to complete 
tertiary education, he often dealt with the thoughts that these teachers only helped 
him because he was Aboriginal and to assuage their “white guilt”. 
 
Walter’s experiences in primary school seemed to reflect the disengagement of many 
Indigenous children from the formal education setting. At the beginning of the 
school day he would be upset and possibly disturbed other students, whilst at the end 
of the school day he would start to become agitated again. That description could be 
applied to many ‘disengaged’ students. In Walter’s case we know that his behaviour 
was to do with issues of his safety but the administrators and teachers apparently did 
not take his stories seriously and as such nothing was done to alleviate the problem 
and help Walter settle into the classroom.  
 
I wonder how many other disengaged students are facing similar situations where 
they are worried about things, such as their safety or having enough food and as a 
result exhibit ‘poor’ behaviour or present as students who just do not fit the specific 
classroom mould and as such are labelled as naughty or disengaged. It seems like the 
education system finds it a much easier task to label and punish those who are 
troublesome rather than engaging in genuine reflection about whether it is the 
education system that is problematic. It is essential that we engage with these 
difficult notions and widen our thoughts about what education really is and how 
formal schooling can cater for the diversity amongst students.  
 
Employment 
According to Walter, employment and the value of money had become much more 
important than education, due to his family’s lack of financial stability. Education 
was not valued, but employment was, and if employment could not be found then 
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there was always criminal activity, both for financial gain, as well as a means to 
alleviate boredom. His friends appeared to have been supportive of his enlistment in 
the army but his father did not seem to care. This apparent lack of support might 
have been due to his father losing someone who took care of the younger children. 
 
Despite the experience of the army having been such an enormous turning point for 
Walter, he discussed the discrimination and attacks that he had received, for being 
Aboriginal, at the hands of people who were higher in the army hierarchy. There was 
blatant harassment because of his identification as an Aboriginal Australian. At one 
point, he was reprimanded for pulling the Australian flag down, even though this act 
was part of his duties. “I got told that no black so and so will ever touch the 
Australian flag while I am in charge.” As with many organisations, this racial 
discrimination was not addressed.  
 
Walter saw his enlistment in the army as the beginning of his positive interaction 
with formal education and that this was the time when he decided that he would use 
education to “better himself as a person” but, despite this epiphany, the label of 
‘Aboriginal’ person was “still pulling me back down”. Walter said that the army was 
where he had learnt that one needed to treat people the way that one wanted to be 
treated.  
 
Cultural Knowledge 
Walter seemed to have suffered, from so many people and in so many ways, for his 
Aboriginality, from his family to his bosses within the army, to his own internalised 
ideas about his lack of ability and potential. Despite all of this he was still 
determined to continue the search to broaden his cultural knowledge. 
 
Walter identifies as a Kurnai man but he was still attempting to confirm that, as there 
were a number of other groups and countries within the Gippsland area. He was still 
trying to discover his totem. He thought that there might have been an issue with his 
totem because his people were from both the land and sea. He explained that 
“someone” had told him that it was both, but he did not think that that could be the 
case. As a result he was still researching his totem. 
 
Walter discussed the research that he had been engaged in over the last fifteen years. 
He described his research as being comprised of both meetings and discussions with 
people to attempt to discover which avenues to follow to help him to find out more 
information. At times it felt like Walter seemed to think that there was a link to how 
‘Aboriginal’ someone looked and their cultural knowledge and connections to 
community. Those actions of crying out to strangers for help with his culture 
reflected a desperation in his educational lifeworld. One might argue that he walked 
up to strangers in an attempt to gain knowledge because he did not have the 
background about how to engage with his Aboriginal culture.  
 
Walter spoke about the experience of being on practicum for his education degree 
and the teachers and schools using his knowledge. There seemed to be a belief, 
within some of the schools that he was teaching at, that if you were Aboriginal then 
you must know everything about ‘Aboriginal’ culture. There appeared to be little 
awareness of the diversity amongst the many Aboriginal cultures that exist within 
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Australia. Walter had to deal with the thought that, “You’re Aboriginal so you can 
teach Aboriginal stuff”. He also discussed his experience of teachers who suggested 
he volunteer his time and knowledge for their use. It seemed as if he was asked to do 
this by the teachers before they knew anything about where he came from or even 
what his own cultural knowledge was. Just because someone is an Aboriginal person 
does not mean that they are knowledgeable about their culture. 
 
This narrative analysis explored each participant individually and engaged with the 
broad themes of identity, family, schooling, employment and cultural knowledge. 
Despite the differences between the participants there are commonalities present but 
there are also peculiarities amongst the participants and their educational lifeworlds. 
The analysis that occurred across the participants will be examined next. 
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CHAPTER 7. 
ANALYSIS ACROSS THE PARTICIPANTS 
 
THEMES 
The themes that emerged from the analysis that occurred across the participants did 
so after numerous readings of the transcripts, notes, photographs and emails from all 
the participants and other informants. I wrote each participant’s narrative first and 
then completed his individual analysis. During this process numerous themes arose 
that were common to some or all of the participants. Once broad themes had 
emerged from the data I then went back to the data looking for evidence of or 
absence of these broad categories. 
 
CONFLICT 
Conflict seemed to be an overarching theme that was present within many aspects of 
my participants’ lives. One of the most significant sites of conflict that my 
participants seemed to endure were the educative tensions between their formal 
schooling and informal home schooling. Ngarritjan-Kessaris (1994, p. 5) explains 
that the pressure applied to the individual in school by two often opposing cultures 
can be immense and the competing demands often requires constant negotiation. 
Nakata (2002) describes this place of intersection as the cultural interface, the 
intersection of western and Indigenous domains. As Malin (1997) and others explain, 
many Indigenous families foster independence and self-sufficiency in children. 
These traits may not necessarily be related to Indigeneity but they can be seen within 
the home lives of Will and Bart.  At home, many of my younger participants, such as 
Will and Bart, were treated like adults and appeared to take an equal role in 
decisions regarding appropriate activities for the family and participating in chores 
that contributed to the family good, like cooking and childcare. This did not seem to 
occur for my participants in the classroom where they experienced people in 
authority positions, such as teachers, who did not show them the same respect or 
afford their voices the same weight as when they were at home. This ignorance of 
the learning that occurred at home regarding family responsibilities was something 
that Merridy Malin found in her research as well. The major findings from Malin 
(1997, p. 140) were that “the skills and characteristics of the Aboriginal students 
which were positively valued, or simply considered normal, at home became 
irrelevant or disabling in school because of the contrasting cultural practices 
embedded in the way classrooms function”. This was evident when Will and David 
contributed to ideas about their learning and these ideas were either ignored or 
punished, as it was in direct competition with the classroom discourse, where 
teachers are the authority figures making important decisions for the children who 
are seemingly incapable of doing that for themselves. So when Will voiced his desire 
to sit up the front of the classroom to improve his engagement with the class or when 
David disputed the accuracy of some of the history of Aboriginal Australians that 
was being taught, they were exhibiting cultural practices that did not align with those 
of the classroom. These behaviours might have been deemed as oppositional 
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behaviours because they came from Aboriginal males but one could argue if these 
behaviours came from a white female then the response from the teachers might 
have been very different.  
 
C. Sara (2007) explains that the tendency to label Aboriginal children as 
educationally incapable or disengaged emerges from a deep misunderstanding about 
who Aboriginal children really are and what they are capable of within the 
classroom. He goes on to discuss how much the systems and processes and those 
who work within them contribute to reinforcing these stereotypes of Aboriginal 
learners. There is an abundance of research that demonstrates the power of labelling 
the Other (Blum & de la Piedra, 2010; Briskman, 2003; Crozier & Davies, 2008; 
Devine & Kelly, 2006; Glazzard, 2014; Philippou & Theodorou, 2014). So when 
teachers label students as educationally incapable or disengaged that is the space that 
is created for those students. This can be seen with Will’s experiences within the 
classroom. When the non-Indigenous girl he sat next to was disruptive and refused to 
follow instructions he was blamed and when he asked to move closer to the board so 
that he could see and hear better, that request was refused. It appears as if his teacher 
had constructed Will as the Other and as a student who was not engaged or 
demonstrating appropriate classroom behaviours. Chris Sara demonstrated the 
significant changes that can occur when teachers change their perceptions and 
actions towards their Aboriginal students (C. Sara, 2007).  
 
Another enormous educative tension that appeared to be occurring between the 
learning sites of school and home was regarding what it meant to be an Aboriginal 
male. The participants, with the exception of Leo, learnt that what it meant to be an 
Aboriginal male within the classroom was something that was inherently wrong. 
Will’s teacher taught him that being an Aboriginal male within the classroom setting 
meant that you were punished for ‘crimes’ that you did not commit. He was 
punished for the ‘crimes’ of his female, white neighbour. This was quite an overt and 
explicit example of the stereotypical view of the behaviour of Aboriginal males. That 
is, it was something that had to be under constant surveillance and that they were 
incapable of being honest. Will learned quite openly that if there was a difference of 
opinion between a white girl and an Aboriginal boy then the white girl was the 
person who was going to be believed by the teacher. Will’s classroom experiences 
are an example of the oppression that Young (1990) discusses, in particular the face 
of oppression that she labelled as cultural imperialism. Will had become the victim 
of embodied and unquestioned norms about the alleged behaviour of Aboriginal 
males. If we look at his experiences we can see that Will was being subjected to the 
exercise of power as an effect of ‘humane’ educational practices.  
 
FAMILY 
The families of my participants were rich and complex learning sites that taught 
them various and competing ideas about Aboriginality. Bart, David and Walter came 
from families where there were both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal parents and both 
Bart and David’s parents were separated. In both David and Walter’s cases, their 
mothers were non-Aboriginal and their fathers were Aboriginal but their experiences 
of their fathers’ engagement with their own and their children’s Aboriginality was 
completely different. Walter learnt that he should be ashamed of his Aboriginality 
and it was something to hide and deny, while David was taught that it was something 
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you should be proud of and celebrate. It would seem as if Walter’s father had 
internalised the values of the dominant group and the inferiorised position of 
Indigenous Australians (Young, 1990). This internalisation of the dominant group’s 
beliefs led to extreme behaviours regarding his son’s racial identity.  A significant 
point would be that both of these competing beliefs regarding Indigeneity led these 
men to choose further education and careers where they would be supporting 
Indigenous youth.  
 
Bart learnt that when identifying as Aboriginal that people will discriminate and 
oppress you. His father had taught him that there should not be any identification as 
Aboriginal, as the most important identifier is one’s Australian identity. These three 
participants had experienced conflict, often extreme, within their family sites. This 
conflict, which was often violent in both physical and emotional ways, seemed to 
have less to do with Aboriginality, in David and Bart’s case and more about family 
break down and purported mental health issues. The conflict and violence that was 
experienced in Walter’s family was not a reflection of family break up but a direct 
connection to Walter’s father’s forcible denial and silencing of Walter’s racial 
identity. It seemed likely that this extreme reaction of Walter’s father, to his and his 
family’s Aboriginality, was a reflection of the sociocultural and political times. 
Walter’s father appeared to be attempting to push the government policy of 
assimilation on to Walter (Loos, 1993). Gray and Beresford (2008) discuss how 
members of the Stolen Generations often experience difficulties with being 
emotionally available and responsive to their children and this and intergenerational 
trauma can be observed with Walter’s father’s attitude and behaviours towards his 
son. At moments throughout Walter’s life this policy of assimilation seems to have 
been inescapable, particularly in his decision to join the army. This decision to join 
an institution that was created to physically protect (white) Australia appeared to 
demonstrate a commitment to a country and its values despite the government 
policies and practices that had attempted to eradicate Aboriginality in all its forms. 
 
Will, Bart and Walter learnt that you could not always trust people and in particular 
people who are supposed to protect you, including members of your family and your 
teachers. Will learnt that members of his family cannot always be trusted to protect 
the pets in your family as was evidenced by his uncle attacking one of his dogs and 
causing permanent brain damage and his brother drowning one of the family cats in 
their swimming pool. Bart learnt that his mother could not be trusted to keep him in 
safe situations where people would respect his property and where violence was 
absent. Walter learnt that he could not trust his family to be honest with him about 
his racial identity.  
 
SCHOOL 
There were some severe experiences with formal schooling amongst my participants. 
Apart from Leo, there have been varying levels of discord between the ‘expected’ 
behaviours and experiences of students in western education and those of my other 
four participants. This echoed the plethora of research showing that many 
Indigenous students find school a challenging, disheartening and alienating place 
(Bodkin-Andrews, Denson, & Bansel, 2013; Malin & Maidment, 2003; Munns, 
1998; Smyth & Fasoli, 2007). One aspect that did seem consistent was that often the 
teachers and administrators did not seem to support or assist my participants when 
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there was a poor fit with formal schooling. Ladson-Billings (2006) explains that it is 
much easier to explain students’ failures by blaming the individual student than by 
examining the issues with school and classroom practices. Will and Bart both 
participated within home education and both completed very little of the learning 
that was dictated by the curriculum. In both these cases there was little outside 
support or assistance regarding what the boys needed to complete in order to satisfy 
the home schooling requirements. As a result both Will and Bart were very far 
behind the rest of their peers with regard to the formal curriculum that they should 
have learnt. This reflects the discourse surrounding Indigenous education and 
Aboriginal students alleged educational incapability. One might posit that this 
reflection of common stereotypes might be the reason why the teachers did not seem 
surprised or put more effort in to helping these students once they both re-entered 
formal schooling again.  
 
Hollingsworth (1998) positions the notion of racism within power relations and 
states that “Racism is about power; the ability to construct others as different in 
order to exclude or ignore or exploit them.” (p.279). Partington et al. (2001) 
discusses the power that Australian schools hold in constructing others, particularly 
Indigenous people, and furthermore that Indigenous people have limited 
opportunities to counter these constructions. The resistance that may be employed in 
combatting these constructions may in fact solidify those constructions. This idea 
can be seen at work with some of Will and Bart’s experiences with formal schooling 
where they have been constructed as educationally incapable and their efforts to 
participate fully within the class apparently discounted. 
 
David also reflected this attitude of low expectations for Indigenous students when 
he discussed his current work with Indigenous high school students and the apparent 
success, if these students managed to obtain basic employment or a school based 
apprenticeship. Hatton, Munns, and Nicklin Dent (1996) showed that when the 
deficit discourse underpins classroom practices the result is lowered expectations, a 
compromised curriculum and restricted academic demands on the most vulnerable 
students. Despite David’s own experience with family and personal ‘success’, within 
a western perspective of employment and tertiary studies, he still seemed to hold 
lowered expectations for the students he worked with. This demonstrates the power 
of dominant ideology, even in the face of personal and familial experiences that 
demonstrate the contrary.  
 
Walter also had personal experience with teachers and schools holding lowered 
expectations of Indigenous students. When he chose to leave school after completing 
Grade 10 there was a void of people offering him other opportunities, such as 
completing secondary school and then entering into tertiary education. Walter has 
now completed tertiary education, and was in fact one of only two people within his 
extended family that has done so. Even while he was completing his Bachelor degree 
he continually doubted his ability to engage with tertiary studies because he had 
internalised the dominant opinion that Aboriginal people could not achieve the same 
success in higher studies as non-Indigenous Australians. Although Walter articulated 
that this response to his ability within formal schooling was related to internalised 
opinions regarding his Aboriginality there was the possibility that this response was 
an individual reaction regardless of Indigeneity. It seems that even when my 
participants experienced success within formal schooling, such as Walter, David and 
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Leo have, they continued to believe that other Indigenous people could not. They 
demonstrated the discourse that if an Aboriginal person succeeds in education they 
are an exception but when a white person succeeds that is ‘normal’ and expected. It 
is a potent example of how deeply this discourse runs and how difficult it will be to 
make the fundamental changes needed to overthrow this oppressive construct.  
 
Leo demonstrated quite a different experience with formal schooling. He attended a 
prestigious, private school and appeared to enjoy his engagement with it, and indeed 
the entire social institution. He also appeared to be readily accepted by this 
institution but it seemed that he had to almost remove any of his links to his 
Aboriginality in order for this to happen. Leo seemed to be quite submissive to 
authority figures, such as, teachers and always aimed to please those in power. This 
acceptance of authority and the dominant group’s ideas about education and values 
was something that was generally not present or, at the least, something that was not 
foregrounded, in the other four participant’s educational lifeworlds. This contentious 
relationship between the participants and authority had changed for some of the 
participants. When David was younger he stated that he and his brothers had issues 
with authority and he also had anger management issues. This seemed to have 
diminished as he has aged, as now David holds a position of authority within the 
school. 
 
When viewing my participants’ educational lifeworlds and the position that formal 
schooling held within it, the acceptance and reflection of the values and views of the 
dominant group by the participants seemed much more important than the strength 
of their identification with their Aboriginality. For instance, Will, Bart and Leo did 
not seem to embody the cultural capital associated with strong alignment with 
Aboriginality, as they had quite limited cultural learning, but the difference became 
apparent with the embodiment of the cultural capital associated with western 
education. Will and Bart did not possess the necessary cultural capital associated 
with formal schooling but Leo did and that seemed to be because he internalised the 
views of the dominant group.  
 
Formal schooling had taught my participants that Aboriginality was not something 
that should be celebrated or acknowledged.  The deputy principal at the local state 
school that Bart attended openly stated that everyone should identify as Australian 
and there was no need for students to identify as Aboriginal and or Torres Strait 
Islander. This lack of understanding about the importance of people’s racial 
identities, particularly with respect to Indigenous Australians, who have had to fight 
to withstand society’s attempt to wipe them out, both physically and culturally, was 
also evident with Will’s incorrect understanding and portrayal of the Aboriginal flag 
that was displayed in the classroom. There appeared to be attempts to remove 
Aboriginal people from the classroom both physically, such as when David was 
removed from the classroom for disputing the Indigenous history that was being 
taught; historically, like when Aboriginal people were removed from the meaning of 
their own flag; and as a racial identity, when Bart was discouraged from openly 
identifying as Indigenous during his enrolment process. It would be significant to 
know if the discouragement of Bart’s identification as an Aboriginal Australian was 
something that the deputy principal encouraged within the classroom whilst still 
enrolling Bart as an Indigenous student. If this was the case it might point to using 
Indigeneity to receive certain funding, while at the same time attempting to hide 
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particular racial identities within the classroom. These removals of Aboriginal 
people from classrooms, from history and from sight are demonstrations of the 
doctrine of Terra Nullius under which England appropriated Australia in 1788.  
  
IDENTITY 
Identity is not static rather it is in a constant state of flux.  The confidence and 
security that my participants possessed within themselves, as Aboriginal males, often 
seemed to be connected to whether they possessed phenotypical features consistent 
with Aboriginality, as well as the family dynamics surrounding this. Walter did not 
possess the stereotypical features of an Aboriginal Australian and throughout his life 
he went through a number of different levels of comfort and confidence with 
identifying as an Aboriginal. This seemed to be connected to having his father 
physically punish him for attempting to foreground his Aboriginality. This forced 
denial of his racial identity was still affecting him today and made him desperate for 
some sort of document that confirmed that he was Aboriginal without any doubt. 
This was despite being accepted into the Indigenous community in the town within 
which he lived, personally identifying as Aboriginal and growing up with a father, 
grandmother and other members of his immediate and extended family who 
possessed the phenotypical features which make Aboriginality seemingly obvious. 
One would assume that if Walter possessed these physical features and even if his 
father still punished him for his heritage he would not need proof from ‘objective’ 
agencies to confirm his racial identity.  
 
This experience with racial identity and lack of phenotypical expression was 
seemingly not present with David. He too did not embody the physical features of 
Aboriginality, but came from a very proud Aboriginal family who were very 
culturally aware. His lack of physical Aboriginality did not appear to even feature in 
his experience as an Aboriginal Australian, as he was brought up in an environment 
that proclaimed and celebrated his racial identity. Although Leo had the 
phenotypical features associated with Aboriginal Australians he seemed to submerge 
this aspect of his identity and focused on foregrounding how his cultural capital 
could match what was required of someone attending a prestigious boys school and 
valued White western education. Ngarritjan-Kessaris (1994) discusses how 
important a positive self identity is for school success and it is within this realm of 
identity that many Aboriginal students feel undermined.  
 
Is it any wonder that Indigenous people who do not possess the phenotypical features 
that align with what society thinks Aboriginality ‘should’ look like, feel insecure 
about their racial identity? Particularly if they come from a family that has physically 
tried to beat their identification with their Indigeneity, out of them. Especially when 
we live in a country where prominent journalists, such as, Andrew Bolt, can posit in 
print that fair skinned Aboriginals of mixed Indigenous and non-Indigenous descent 
are not truly Indigenous and are in fact a purely political animal, just out for personal 
gain (Bolt, 2009). This complete ignorance seems to be widespread throughout 
Australian society and appears to have had a major impact on some of my 
participants, particularly Walter.   
 
Another question that arose was that of the requirements for identification as an 
Aboriginal Australian. The Australian government has its own ideas about this and 
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there are three criteria that are usually accepted by government agencies and 
community organisations: being of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent; 
identifying as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander; and being accepted as such by 
the community in which the person concerned live, or formerly lived (AIATSIS, 
2014; Langton, 2003). Langton (2003) explains that for Aboriginal people 
determining who is and who is not Aboriginal is an uneasy task and something that 
is located somewhere between the individual and the state. She continues by saying 
that Aboriginality is not fixed, rather it is a social thing and arises from the 
subjective experiences of both Aboriginal people and non-Aboriginal people, 
whether an actual lived experience or a mediated one (Langton, 2003). This fluidity 
of Aboriginality can be seen within the educational lifeworlds of Bart and Walter. 
Walter’s identification with his Aboriginality is something that has developed as he 
has aged and seemed to flourish when he moved away from his family who were 
intent on denying this racial location. Bart’s Aboriginality seemed to fluctuate 
depending on what was happening within his family, particularly which parent he 
was living with and the experiences that connected with each parent. Despite 
Langton (2003) portraying Aboriginality as being a fluid, social experience Walter 
seemed to need some hard evidence to ‘prove’ his Aboriginality so he could settle 
into a more fixed Aboriginal identity.  
 
CULTURES AND KNOWLEDGES 
One could map the participants’ cultural knowledges and their access and apparent 
desire to continue their journey into their cultural learning. Will, the youngest 
participant seemed to possess the most limited cultural knowledge of the five 
participants but he also seemed to be quite unaware of this limitation or concerned 
by it. Will articulated that he would like to know more about his culture and one 
possible issue that will impede his educational journey will be the authenticity of the 
person he had named as someone to help with this journey. I spent some time having 
informal conversations with this family friend. A number of people, including some 
of the other participants, discussed this person, his past and his cultural knowledges 
with me. Due to my own cultural identity and knowledges I am not in a position to 
determine this person’s integrity but the information that I received from others 
pointed to the conclusion that this family friend appeared to have limited cultural 
knowledge. Instead it seemed he was happy peddling a homogenised ‘Aboriginal’ 
culture to other Indigenous people seeking knowledge, as well as to white 
Australians. It was the lack of cultural knowledge on behalf of these people that 
made it possible for this family friend to ‘teach’ this knowledge. 
 
Bart also had quite limited cultural knowledge. He also knew Will’s family friend 
but was aware that this man might not be as culturally knowledgeable as he made 
out. He also had help from his father, who although being non-Indigenous, seemed 
to have access to cultural knowledge as well as people who could help Bart continue 
with this journey if he chose to. Bart’s hesitant and wavering identification as an 
Aboriginal Australian had the potential to halt further inquiry into these non-white 
knowledges and perspectives.  
 
In some ways Leo appeared to be in an excellent position to further his cultural 
learning as his mother worked in the local Indigenous support centre at the university 
and may have had access to people with genuine knowledge who could help him in 
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this quest, although this may not happen. Leo seemed to forefront formal schooling 
in his educational lifeworld and continuing his cultural learning seemed to be quite 
unimportant to him. 
 
Walter was one of the participants who seemed to be passionate about extending his 
knowledge around his culture and it was something that he had been engaging with 
for many years. The issue that Walter seemed to have with this research was that he 
was off country, as well as cut off from people in his own mob who would be able to 
help him further his knowledge. As such he has had to resort to researching on the 
internet where it might be difficult to get specific and accurate information about his 
people and culture. 
 
David seemed to possess the most cultural knowledge as well as being in a position 
to evaluate where he was in his learning journey. He had access to his grandmother 
with whom he can continue learning about his culture and people. When considering 
all of my participants, David was in a unique position in this group in that he came 
from a family that valued Aboriginal knowledge and had access to this knowledge. 
Will and Walter seemed to value Aboriginal knowledge but had differing levels of 
genuine access to it. Bart was still deciding on the worthiness of non-white 
knowledges and Leo seemed to be very passionate about western schooling despite 
his position to be able to access Indigenous knowledges.  
 
Walter spoke at length about ‘his’ knowledge and the number of people who wanted 
his knowledge. The significant issue was that Walter did not seem to possess any 
special family knowledge that had been taught to him by other members of his mob. 
Instead Walter’s knowledge seemed to have come from his own research. If that was 
the case, does the knowledge that Walter now holds become more valuable because 
he is Aboriginal? If Walter and I had completed the same research and obtained the 
same knowledge would people perceive our knowledge as equally valuable? This 
issue concerning how valuable knowledge is seems to reflect another idea regarding 
research within Indigenous communities and who has the right to do so. This debate 
regarding insiders and outsiders researching within particular communities seems to 
become moot as it is essentialising both the etic and emic positions and making the 
assumption that a researcher’s ethics and goals are only tied to their position with the 
community. Langton (1993, pp. 95-96) states:  
There is a naïve belief that Aboriginal people will make better 
representations of us simply because it is argued, being Aboriginal gives a 
‘greater’ understanding. This belief is based on an ancient and universal 
feature of racism: the assumption that all Aborigines are alike and equally 
understand each other, without regard to cultural variation, history, gender, 
sexual preference etc. 
 
‘AUTHENTICITY’ 
The concept of the ‘authenticity’ of cultures was something that developed with all 
my participants in various ways. This is an idea that there is or could be an authentic 
‘Aboriginal’ culture (the singular is intentional) and conversely that there could be 
an inauthentic ‘Aboriginal’ culture. Tied in with this was the question of who has the 
knowledge or the right to label and decree something as authentic or inauthentic. 
Within the white, western academy there are obvious and verifiable methods to 
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determine the authenticity and veracity of knowledge and someone’s ability to 
espouse particular information. There are particular levels of formal education that 
are linked to a person’s knowledge. Consequently, there is the assumption that 
someone who has successfully completed tertiary education, such as a Bachelor’s 
Degree, would be more knowledgeable, in particular areas, than someone who has 
not completed primary school. When people within the academy publish papers, 
there is the expectation that they will be supported by links to previous literature and 
that their methods and findings will be transparent so that someone else can build on 
or replicate their work. Some of my participants seemed to have inhabited a 
lifeworld that was filled with rubbish culture as they seemed to possess little 
knowledge about their particular Aboriginal culture, for example, who their mob 
was, where their country was and any of their culture’s special stories and learning. 
Instead these participants, particularly Bart and Will, had been exposed to an idea of 
a universal and homogenous ‘Aboriginal’ culture where things just had to ‘look’ or 
‘seem’ Aboriginal.  
 
If culture is always evolving and developing, is this just a current development of 
their cultures? By assuming that it is inauthentic are we once again falling into the 
trap of setting up binary opposites of Aboriginal people who possess ‘authentic’ (one 
could read ‘traditional’) culture and those Aboriginal people who possess 
‘inauthentic’ culture? It then becomes a process of labelling ‘real’ Indigenous 
people. If this occurs, surely it will be the continuation of the genocide of Indigenous 
cultures, as Aboriginal cultures combine more with non-Indigenous cultures and 
once again those people within the dominant social group are the ones who have the 
power and position to label what can be called Aboriginal cultures.  
 
When looking at Australia’s history and the amount of money and effort that has 
been put into destroying the cultures of the Indigenous peoples of Australia is it any 
wonder that there is such a large group of Indigenous people who no longer have 
access to their knowledges? As Kerwin (2011) explains, Aboriginal people have 
been subjected to such tight social control from the dominant group that Aboriginal 
ways of knowing have been contaminated. Standard Australian English, being the 
only official language of Australia, and the limited positive images and concepts of 
Aboriginal cultures and languages presented through public pedagogies has had an 
enormous impact upon how Aboriginal parents educate their children (Kerwin, 
2011). It would seem significant that the town where my project was conducted was 
a town where almost all the Aboriginal people were from other places. These 
diasporic communities have generally converged on this town due to voluntary 
migration, as well as decades of involuntary movement of Aboriginal people, by 
governments in a hope of breaking the important links that Aboriginal people have 
with their country. In a way it was significant that a ‘rubbish’ culture has emerged as 
it demonstrated the desire to hold on to an Aboriginal identity in the face of multiple 
attempts to destroy it. Dodson (1994, p. 5) explains Aboriginal identity as:  
At the heart of the identity of indigenous peoples is our distinct culture, 
deeply rooted in our traditions, our knowledge and the lands of which we are 
a part. Our being is steeped in the wisdom we have inherited from our 
ancestors.  
What happens to Aboriginal peoples and their identities when they are cut off from 
these knowledges? 
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HOW THE PARTICIPANTS ENGAGED WITH THE PROJECT 
It was notable how the participants engaged with the photo elicitation and learning 
conversation aspects of the research project. The three youngest participants, Will, 
Bart and Leo, all went out and photographed aspects of their educational lifeworlds 
as they saw them happening in the present time. The two oldest participants David 
and Walter brought historical photographs and artefacts to help the discussion of 
their educational lifeworld and we really engaged in more conventional life history 
methods. Both of these older participants chose not to borrow cameras and instead 
used photographs from their own collections as stimulus for our discussions. In some 
regards this could be linked to the age of the participants. It is likely that a nine year 
old might have limited photographs or artefacts or even a deep understanding of his 
educational lifeworld that he might want to discuss with me. Instead the younger 
participants engaged with taking photographs and it became a way to overcome the 
differences, such as age and gender, between the participants and me. Photography 
became a tool to help build relationships and an important means to help me start to 
come to understand aspects of their lifeworlds. The learning conversations with the 
two older participants were really led by the participants with minimal direction 
from me except for questions regarding clarification of some of their points.  
 
The two youngest participants really engaged with the idea of photographing their 
lifeworlds and took a very large number of photographs. With the development of 
such simple to use digital cameras and the absence of previous limitations of using 
cameras within research, such as cost and a finite amount of photographs per roll of 
film, my participants were able to really explore their worlds. The camera, in the 
cases of Will and Bart became a part of their family activities for the duration of the 
project and the cameras were always taken with them on holidays and during 
important events.  This project became a vehicle for these two young boys and their 
families to capture aspects of their lives and then share this with me in a way that 
would not have been possible without the project, as they did not have easy access to 
cameras. Bart also used his camera to take videos. Leo chose to use his own iPhone 
to take photographs and videos because his school would not allow the use of a 
digital camera but they would allow him to take photographs and videos with his 
phone. It is unclear why the principal would allow photographs and videos to be 
taken on one device and not another. 
 
 Leo was the only participant who took photographs that only captured aspects of 
what happened within the school site. On the other extreme Bart and Will did not 
take any photographs associated with formal schooling, whilst David and Walter had 
photographs of both home and formal schooling. This might reflect the importance 
that both home and schools have within their individual educational lifeworlds. 
David and Walter both talked about experiences with learning both at home and at 
school and it seemed significant that these two participants have both now completed 
tertiary education. One might conclude that these two participants were the two who 
felt most comfortable or were the most successful at walking in both worlds. Walter 
did not always feel comfortable walking in his Aboriginal world and it seemed like 
he had worked very hard to be able to feel comfortable with his Aboriginal identity. 
His level of comfort seemed to undulate with what was happening around him, 
particularly within his family. Will and Bart did not take any photographs that 
captured aspects of their formal schooling and that may reflect the limited amount of 
time they have both spent in the classroom. Leo only took photographs of aspects of 
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his formal schooling world and this may reflect the importance that formal schooling 
has within his educational lifeworld and the apparent lack of importance of his home 
and community learning. Leo embodied the dominant group’s hierarchy of learning 
where formal education drenched with white knowledge and perspectives is 
considered the most valuable and essentially the only ‘true’ education that one 
should need or want.  
 
None of the participants included any photographs that displayed any negative 
aspects of their educational lifeworlds. Instead all of the photographs depicted 
positive components. Despite this there were many discussions around the negativity 
present in their educational lifeworlds. As E. Smith et al. (2012) found, the younger 
participants may have acted more like tourists than documenters with the 
photographs that they decided to capture. This perspective about capturing the 
“sunny weather experiences and not the times when it is ‘grey’ and ‘rainy’” may 
have occurred due to the age of the participants or the open-ended participant –
driven approach (E. Smith et al., 2012, p. 11). 
 
Despite the differences in age, schooling experiences and achievements and 
socioeconomic positions of my participants they shared many similar features within 
their educational lifeworlds. There were also unique experiences that could be 
attributed to the socio-political epoch in which they were rooted.  
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CHAPTER 8. 
CONCLUSIONS                                                                                    
 
The aim of this project was to explore the educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students in the hope to excavate the hidden complexities of 
these lifeworlds. It was hoped that this excavation would contribute to altering 
schooling as it is currently understood in Australia for the benefit of not only 
Indigenous Australians but also all students who have been Othered. The 
conclusions that have been reached concern the five participants who featured in my 
project. The research questions that framed the project were: 
1. What constitutes the educational lifeworlds of Aboriginal students? 
2. How does Indigeneity interact with formal schooling in the educational 
lifeworlds of Aboriginal students? 
3. How do Aboriginal students mediate the educative tensions between the 
different parts of this lifeworld? 
4. What implications are there for social and educational policy with reference 
to the consideration of this lifeworld? 
 
The conclusions to these questions and my formal recommendations will be 
examined in this chapter. 	  
 
THE EDUCATIONAL LIFEWORLDS OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES 
STRAIT ISLANDER STUDENTS AND HOW INDIGENEITY INTERACTS 
WITH FORMAL SCHOOLING 
 
These two questions have been considered together as they were so intertwined and 
connected. 
 
It became apparent very quickly how complex the educational lifeworlds of my 
participants were. The complexity of my participant’s lifeworlds did not seem to 
increase with the age of my participants but their ability to understand this 
complexity, as well as their more developed linguistic systems, enabled the older 
participants to have more detailed conversations about this complexity. The 
educational lifeworlds appeared to be so complex because they were made up of a 
number of parts that often presented competing ideas about their culture, identity and 
Aboriginality. Their educational lifeworlds were made up of their families, formal 
schooling, wider Aboriginal communities, friends, Indigenous support centres, drop-
in centres, government policies as well as numerous other components that we were 
not able to uncover in researchable detail. 
 
One of the components of their educational lifeworlds was the idea of ‘culture’. 
Although I am discussing this concept of culture as if it was a distinct section of a 
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lifeworld that can somehow be arranged into a discrete pigeonhole, culture is a 
concept that permeates the entirety of people’s lifeworlds. There seemed to be a few 
different sorts of Indigenous culture that my participants engaged with. There was 
the ‘rubbish’ culture that Will and Bart had, self-taught culture as in the case of 
Walter, family culture as David experienced and suppressed culture, as in Leo’s 
case. I am not making the presumption that an individual can only inhabit one sort of 
culture, or that this engagement with culture is static and complete, but this is how I 
saw my participant’s engagement with their Aboriginal culture during the course of 
this project and the discussions that we had.  
 
The ‘rubbish’ culture was described in this way, as it seemed to be an homogenous, 
‘Aboriginal’ culture, where something just had to ‘seem’ or ‘look’ Aboriginal, with 
no roots to genuine Indigenous knowledges. The emergence of this sort of rubbish 
culture is an outcome the invasion of Australia due to the genocide of Aboriginal 
Australians and the destruction of their knowledges. There may also have been a 
connection between the adoption of a rubbish culture with people who were not on 
country and who did not seem to have the immediate connection to others from their 
mob for educative purposes. Will and Bart both seemed to engage with public 
performances of aspects of ‘rubbish’ culture, such as in dance troupes. Will and Bart 
also had limited options with family members, whom they could approach, to further 
their cultural education.  
 
Walter did not have access to Aboriginal knowledges through his family but he was 
aware of his country and actively tried to further his cultural learning through 
research, particularly using the Internet. In some ways his attempts may have been 
similar to Will and Bart’s attempts to continue their cultural learning, as he did not 
have the entree into the protocols of Aboriginal communities. As a result he ended 
up approaching people on the street who looked Aboriginal in his quest to further his 
education. Despite how Walter acquired his knowledge he was very possessive and 
quite protective of it. Consequently he seemed wary of anyone who may wish to 
misuse him or his knowledge. 
 
One would assume that Leo would be very knowledgeable culturally, due to the 
learning that occurred within his family and with his mother’s employment within an 
Indigenous support centre. This may have been the case except that the education 
and learning that he wanted to demonstrate to me was the learning that he acquired 
within the formal schooling site. There seemed to be a purposeful foregrounding and 
a higher status accorded to this learning compared with the learning that happened 
within the other aspects of his educational lifeworld. 
 
David appeared to foreground the learning that happened within his family about his 
specific Bundjalung culture. He still had access to family and Bundjalung 
knowledges and this played a significant part within his life. He used this knowledge 
and this education, within his employment in the formal schooling sector, to help 
Indigenous students. David embodied the connection to nature, and particularly 
water, that has historically been such an essential aspect of Aboriginality. 
 
Families were often a site of confusion and confliction regarding my participant’s 
Aboriginality, especially for Walter and Bart. Both Bart and Walter had one 
Aboriginal parent and one non-Aboriginal parent and within their families they 
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experienced immense pressure to identify with only one aspect of their racial 
identity. This pressure was often associated with both violence and strange, erratic 
behaviour that left my participants wondering about the state of their parent’s mental 
health. The educational lifeworlds of both Bart and Walter seemed quite disrupted, 
as not only were there educative tensions between sites such as home learning and 
school learning, but there were also tensions within these components, such as 
between the two parents.  
 
From the perspective of my participants, the formal schooling component of their 
educational lifeworlds was a profound source of learning about their Aboriginality. 
This learning about their Indigeneity was overwhelming negative, as most of my 
participants had very limited stories that demonstrated a time when they had positive 
experiences with schools and their racial identity. This was regardless of the time 
period or situation, such as city or country, or which Australian State the school was 
in.  Will and Bart both experienced being ‘pushed-out’ and ‘taken-out’ of schools 
because of issues that were related to their Aboriginal identity. It went so far as Bart 
being welcomed into a local state school when the deputy principal was aware of his 
Aboriginality but he was encouraged not to openly identify as an Indigenous 
Australian within the school community. With Bart’s lack of phenotypical features 
of an Aboriginal Australian one might argue that the school may have received the 
funding associated with having Aboriginal students but without the alleged trouble 
associated with having visibly Indigenous students. David was physically removed 
when he reminded his history teacher and class about the Indigenous history that 
white Australia has. He then felt so unsupported about his Aboriginal identity that he 
had to sneak out from the school to practice some aspects of his culture. The school 
did not protect Walter when he experienced years of being pursued by the 
Department of Communities and Families in their attempts to take him away. Leo 
learnt that if he adopted the behaviours and values of the dominant social group, he 
could ‘hide’ (or make it more acceptable) his Aboriginality. It appeared as if all my 
participants experienced various aspects of, and attempts by, the formal schooling 
arena to assimilate these Aboriginal students to be more like white, middle-class 
students.  
 
Although this project aimed to uncover the complexities of the educational 
lifeworlds and to look at the totality of learning that occurred, there was more of an 
emphasis placed on how schooling impacted upon the cultural learning and cultural 
identities of the participants. This might have occurred because David was the only 
participant who had spent time living and learning on country and he was the only 
participant who had access to his elders and his cultural knowledges. This difference 
between David and the other participants seems to have had an enormous impact 
upon their identities as Aboriginal men. Having access to his cultural knowledges 
may have influenced how David has reacted to the colonisation of his cultural 
identity. He has a strong Aboriginal identity and has completed a university degree 
and is now working from within the system to help other Indigenous students. If the 
other participants had greater access to cultural learning through the Elders council 
(see formal recommendations) this may have impacted upon their cultural 
knowledges and their learning journey. 
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MEDIATING THE EDUCATIVE TENSIONS BETWEEN THE DIFFERENT 
PARTS OF THEIR LIFEWORLD? 
During David’s formal schooling experiences there seemed to be a number of times 
when there was a clash between the learning that happened at home and the learning 
that happened in school. There are many examples where Aboriginal people have 
experienced this clash, resulting in feelings of insecurity about the home learning 
that occurred. David seemed very comfortable with the home learning that he 
received and was able to provide examples of these lifeworld clashes in the 
classroom. David then expanded upon these negative experiences in school, as well 
as the comprehensive cultural learning that he received at home, and discussed how 
he used all these experiences when working with Indigenous students in a local high 
school.  
 
Living and learning bi-culturally seems to come at a high price for some Indigenous 
students who decide to reside more within one culture rather than making the 
continuous jump between both worlds. In Leo’s case he seemed to diminish the 
Aboriginal home learning that occurred in his life and foregrounded the white 
learning that he received at secondary school.  
 
Another way that my participants dealt with the educative tensions between the 
different parts of their lifeworld were to withdraw from one part, such as formal 
schooling. This was forced upon Will and Bart who were both withdrawn from 
formal schooling by their mothers. It seemed as if this decision was based on their 
mother’s assumption that both Will and Bart were being oppressed due to their 
Aboriginality.  
 
It appeared as if my participants experienced the presence of enormous tension 
between different components of their lifeworlds. Consequently, my participants 
were driven to make a choice about foregrounding a particular aspect of their 
lifeworld. Once this choice had been made it did not necessarily mean that the choice 
was final and fixed. For example, Walter chose to join the Australian army, which 
could illustrate his choice to foreground aspects of his non-Indigenous identity. Later 
in life he made a conscious decision to foreground his Aboriginality and to learn as 
much about his history and culture as he could.  
 
SOCIAL AND EDUCATIONAL POLICY  
The complexity and depth of the educational lifeworlds of my participants, as well as 
those who do not fit the educational mould needs to be acknowledged and acted 
upon. There needs to be a revolution and a move away from the emphasis and mania 
surrounding standardised testing, such as NAPLAN, towards an education system 
that can value and acknowledge all students. This desire for equity should not be 
confused with providing a formal schooling experience that is the same for all 
students. Instead, there needs to be a genuine valuing of the diversity of students 
within Australia. There needs to be a transformation from arranging knowledges 
hierarchically, with white, western knowledge inhabiting the position as ‘most 
developed’ and non-white knowledges, particularly Indigenous knowledges, as the 
‘least developed’, to a genuine valuing of all knowledges. This will be a difficult 
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enterprise because although this hierarchical arrangement might seem to be a 
conscious process, it is actually far more complex than that, often accompanied by 
well-meaning attitudes and agendas. 
 
This change in perception regarding knowledges could lead to a change in how 
education is delivered as well as in the curriculum that Australia uses. Although the 
current national curriculum has Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and 
cultures as a cross-curricular priority3, it is yet to be seen how this will work in 
actuality.  
 
The tensions present within the educational lifeworlds of these participants (and one 
could theorise, the educational lifeworlds of the many students who experience 
educative tensions for a variety of reasons, particularly when there is a disparity 
between the cultural capital of the school and the student) could further emphasise 
the dire need for a new radical pedagogy. Giroux (1983) discusses the idea of a 
radical pedagogy that utilises critical theory as a mode of analysis, where the gaps 
and silences and tensions within history are examined, so that the disparity between 
how society presently exists, and how society could be, is revealed (FitzSimmons & 
Uusiautti, 2013; Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010). The educative tensions between 
students’ lifeworlds could become spaces that allow for new knowledges and 
experiences, which can contribute to building a new society, rather than phenomenon 
that often contributes to the self-fulfilling prophecy of the discourse of Aboriginal 
education. 
 
The consideration of the complexity of the lifeworlds of many Aboriginal students, 
and the acknowledgement and valuing of various types of knowledges, should have a 
significant impact upon both social and educational policy. One would think that 
there should be an enormous change from the technocratic, reductionist ‘education’ 
that many students receive at schools to a radical pedagogy, where students learn 
how to think critically and how to become citizens who are working towards 
disrupting the status quo and developing a truly just and democratic society. 
Currently, it seems as if the complexity and depth of the educational lifeworlds of 
these participants, and indeed Othered students, is being dismissed by an education 
system steeped in the neoliberal climate of our society. Nakata (2001) explains that 
Othered students need to affirm their own histories through the use of a language, a 
set of social relations and a body of knowledge that critically reconstructs and values 
their cultural experiences. Once this occurs it becomes possible for the students, who 
have been traditionally voiceless, to critically examine their own self-formation as 
well as how society has shaped their lives or prevented them from leading a life 
outside the present possibilities (FitzSimmons & Uusiautti, 2013; Freeman & 
Vasconcelos, 2010; Giroux, 1983). 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures are one of three cross-curriculum priorities within the 
Australian curriculum. The ambition is that it will provide the opportunity for all students to gain a deeper 
understanding of Indigenous knowledges and world views and this will be accomplished by being included in 
other learning areas depending on the relevance (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, 
2013). 
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OVERALL CONCLUSIONS 
One of the outcomes of this project was a deeper understanding of the politics, 
poetics and protocols of research with Indigenous communities. As much of the 
research suggests, there are essential aspects to working within Indigenous 
communities, such as developing and maintaining reciprocal relationships and 
ensuring that the research outcomes include specific results that respond to the needs 
and interests of Indigenous peoples (AIATSIS, 2014). Working within Indigenous 
communities becomes problematic when the local community is quite fractured with 
very few people in the community who are actually on country. When this occurs it 
becomes difficult to engage with the right people who would ensure genuine 
consultation and approval of the research that is being conducted, as the traditional 
community structure has been interrupted.  
 
It also became important to reconsider what is connoted as a community. A 
community does not merely mean people who live within the same area. Although 
all my participants were Aboriginal and lived within the same town they belonged to 
different communities. This becomes significant when addressing aspects of ethics, 
both with the academy and within the local Indigenous ‘community’. Although the 
Bunya Mountains Elders Group examined my project this group did not have a 
personal connection with all my participants.  
 
Building relationships became very important and with my project this did not 
necessarily mean only with Indigenous people within the community but rather 
people that my participants trusted. It is important to develop strong working 
relationships with your participants or to develop relationships with more than one 
person that the participants trust in case a relationship breaks down and your access 
to a participant is cut off. 
 
This project also demonstrated a number of different strategies that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples display in relation to the colonisation of their cultures. 
Some people surrender completely and adopt the ways of the colonisers. Fanon 
describes this behaviour as the goal of colonisation. Where the colonised subjects 
surrender their cultures and adopt the belief that the ways of the dominant group are 
the pinnacle of ‘civilisation’ (Fanon, 1963). There are other people who will resist 
the colonisation efforts and yet accept the need to survive within that framework. 
This might be a key to self-preservation or one of the most pragmatic courses of 
action for people continuing to live within a society where the dominant group has 
so much power to oppress Others. This is the opportunity to have a strong 
Indigenous identity and cultural knowledge whilst also being fluent in the 
Eurocentric ways of this society. This position would allow people to change society 
from within its walls, where it is essential to have the valued white knowledges and 
necessary cultural capital to make changes within social institutions. There are other 
people who are going in the opposite direction who have come to their Indigenous 
identity later in life, often after having lived as a white cultured person and are now 
looking to find the other parts of themselves. 
 
It was interesting to watch how fluid cultures were in the lives of my participants and 
how their experiences were constantly being remade by their social interactions with 
others. Their cultures were like a living organism that morphed into various shapes 
dependent upon whom they were interacting with. An example was Will, who 
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symbolised people who openly identify as Indigenous, they wear clothing and 
accessories that immediately proclaim their affinity with Aboriginality but without 
any deeper understanding of culture. This situation did not seem to cause him any 
internal conflict. 
 
This fluidity may reflect the need for an ‘Aboriginal’ identity. It may be the case that 
colonisation has reached critical mass where too much damage has occurred to the 
various local Aboriginal identities and consequently with the need to save Aboriginal 
identities a new culture has emerged. The term ‘rubbish culture’ might be inaccurate 
if this homogenisation is the purportedly obvious next step in the expansion of 
Aboriginal cultures. Maybe instead of this homogenisation being a sign of the 
terrible effects of colonisation it can also be seen as resistance to the colonisation 
efforts. 
 
Resistance has been and will continue to be fundamental to this societal shift away 
from the dominant group’s power to label and control the Other. Although when one 
considers the experiences of my participants, particularly with regard to the 
educative tensions that they experienced, and with respect to their identities as 
Aboriginal men, one could be forgiven for thinking that resistance has not been 
successful in making changes within our society. Despite this perception, resistance 
has and continues to make major changes in both a legal and societal sense.    
 
The participants within this project highlighted some of the challenges that are 
experienced with biculturality within Australia. There are many people, not only 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, who inhabit complex educational 
lifeworlds that are comprised of more than the white, middle class, cultural capital 
that is promoted within the formal schooling arena. It appears as if many of these 
people will continue to experience the educative tensions that arise when these 
worlds clash, unless action is taken to change societal views. The cultural interface, 
the site where the Indigenous and Western epistemological domains meet (Nakata, 
2002), has the potential to create a vibrant, strong and empathetic Australia. If the 
entire nation could experience and situate themselves within the cultural interface 
and not just the Indigenous population then the site might become more about 
reciprocity and learning from each other rather than a site of tension that requires 
constant navigation. If, as a country, we could embrace Indigenous knowledges and 
perspectives as a truly equal epistemology than we could begin to start creating 
authentic solutions to the myriad of issues that both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people face. This paradigmatic shift is essential for us to move forward. This would 
affect all people who currently inhabit a bicultural world and enable those who 
currently reside within a monocultural lifeworld to expand and embrace the amazing 
diversities within this country. We would finally be able to start to break the shackles 
of imperialism and colonialism and divest ourselves of all the related deceits, such 
as, social Darwinism that has enabled the white dominant group to oppress Others. 
The third space could be somewhere where cultural pluralism is the order of the day 
instead of multiculturalism.   
 
If we cannot embrace this third space, where all knowledges, irrespective of their 
cultural or racial origins are valued equally, then we will continue to mould 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples into peoples who must endure 
fractured identities and silenced histories. Formal schooling has the potential to 
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make enormous inroads into the demolition of the societal and structural processes 
that Other Indigenous students. Formal schooling could become a place where 
Australia’s Indigenous history is openly taught with the accuracy and depth that it 
deserves. Australian Indigenous languages could be taught in Australian schools for 
all Australian students. There could be an emphasis on education rather than 
schooling and all the ranking and high stakes testing that it implies. It is crucial that 
the diversity within Australia’s Indigenous cultures is recognised rather than an 
assumption that there is an Aboriginal culture. 
 
FORMAL RECOMMENDATIONS 
For genuine change to be brought about in our society, with regard to Indigenous 
Australians, there needs to be a two-pronged educational assault. There needs to be a 
change in the way many Indigenous peoples view themselves and a change in the 
way many non-Indigenous Australians view Indigenous peoples. One of the reasons 
that there is prejudice towards the ‘Other’ is because of a lack of authentic 
knowledge of Indigenous knowledges and cultures.  Consequently, education will 
play a vital role in changing societal attitudes.  
 
 
 
• Societal Education 
How education and schooling are viewed and valued within our society needs to be 
reviewed. This will likely need to occur in conjunction with a change in how people 
and cultures are viewed and valued. We have to highlight and make visible the 
ubiquitous structural and social inequities that enable the concept of Social 
Darwinism to continue. It is frightening that in the year 2015 there is still a hierarchy 
of knowledge with white knowledge being the most valued and Indigenous 
knowledges the least. We need to ask ourselves questions about what we want our 
society to look like and feel like; what the purpose of education is and what are the 
best ways to provide this education.  
 
Education of the Australian population has two parts – firstly, changing the existing 
views of adults and young people who are not engaged with the formal schooling 
system and secondly, educating people through formal schooling to understand and 
appreciate the value of Indigenous knowledges and cultures.  
 
We need to seriously examine some of the ‘alternative’ educative experiences that 
are occurring both here and overseas and explore how these can have a positive 
impact for our students and our communities. This will prove to be very difficult 
particularly during the reign of current right wing, conservative federal and state 
governments. The mania that surrounds standardised tests such as NAPLAN, or the 
international PISA exams, needs to be replaced by a genuine democratic education 
that values all students and all knowledges, and we could look to places such as New 
Zealand and Finland for inspiration. This is not something that can happen quickly 
as it requires major systemic and perceptual changes. We need to stop trying to make 
square pegs fit into round holes and we need to stop punishing some students for not 
possessing the same cultural capital as the schools.   
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• Elders Councils 
It would be significant if every country and region was funded to set up an Elders 
council. It could be attached to the local government but not controlled by it. The 
funding needs to be a separate entity that is not attached to government so that 
irrespective of what political party is in power the funding would be assured. This 
would ensure a sense of consistency, something that is missing in government 
dealings with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. This can only be 
achieved with bipartisan party support. Achieving bipartisan agreement regarding 
the importance of consistent funding for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
programmes will only be brought about through the education of political parties and 
society in general. 
 
The Elders council would be made up of elders or in the case where elders of that 
particular country are not available, knowledgeable and strong members of the 
community. The councils would have a number of very important functions such as 
producing, maintaining and educating people about the local history. This 
information could be available for all members of the community to access including 
schools and researchers. It would be an opportunity for Indigenous people to learn 
more about either their own history or the history of the country on which they were 
living. There are many Indigenous people who want to investigate their histories but 
do not have the connections with knowledgeable people to do that. 
 
The council could provide education and training for local Indigenous teachers to 
become specialist teachers who would hold valuable positions in each primary 
school, secondary school and tertiary institution. They would hold key 
responsibilities for training teachers, connecting with all students and their families, 
planning curriculum, teaching lessons and ensuring that the Indigenous knowledges 
and perspectives that were taught were contextually appropriate to the country that 
the school is on and taught in a culturally safe and supportive manner. 
 
Once schools have access to specialist Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers 
and the local Elders council, teachers will feel able to provide the local, contextually 
appropriate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island cross curricula priorities that the 
national curriculum mandates. No longer will students have to cope with 
misrepresentations and stereotypes of Aboriginal cultures and identities. Finally 
Indigenous students will be able to find positive images about their culture within 
society and non-Indigenous students will learn to appreciate Indigenous knowledges 
and cultures. This would have an enormous impact upon the societal ignorance 
regarding Indigeneity that leads to stereotypes and discrimination.  
 
The council would also coordinate and supervise the cultural economy to ensure the 
relevance and appropriateness that was produced. This would prevent the 
development of an homogenised culture and ensure that the people within these 
cultural productions as well as those consuming them embraced the depth and 
authenticity of the local Indigenous cultures. 
 
The councils would be a safe space for Indigenous people to continue their cultural 
learning journeys. All the councils throughout Australia would be linked so that 
when people needed help tracing families, histories and cultural learnings there 
would be a network set up to help with those needs. 
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Equally importantly the people on the Elders council would need a remuneration 
package that properly reflected the critical role that they were playing in the 
community. This would be essential to demonstrate how valuable their positions are. 
 
• Future Research 
This research project was only one Doctorate of Philosophy that engaged with five 
participants in one town in Queensland and there is a need to continue on with the 
exploration of the complexities of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educational 
lifeworlds. Similar research projects need to be conducted on a larger scale with 
participants from various identity locations to explore how these different identities 
impact upon the interaction between Aboriginality and formal schooling. The aim of 
this is to collect more data that is representative of the broader Aboriginal 
population, to enhance educational experiences. It would be important to research 
with students from both genders and from different geographic locations, 
socioeconomic backgrounds, family compositions, sexual orientations, educational 
levels and religions. 
 
As well as projects which are expansions of the research that has been conducted 
here, there needs to be future research that would examine the ways that the entire 
education system can be overhauled, so that schooling does become the democratic 
and socially just institution that it has the potential to be. There is a plethora of 
research that has been and is being conducted in the hope of ‘Closing the Gap’ 
between the educational outcomes of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians but 
despite this research there is still an enormous disparity between the two groups. The 
future of research within this area needs to have a different focus so it is no longer 
examining the ‘best’ ways of making Indigenous students fit into an unchanged 
white-centric system. One of the many insights arising from this project was that 
little can be done to enhance the Indigenous schooling experience without an 
interrogation of how the areas of pedagogy, curriculum, teacher development, 
management and policy interact with notions or discourses of Indigeneity and impact 
upon Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, their schooling 
experience and their schooling achievements.  Our schooling system and society 
need to value and acknowledge the complex and diverse educational lifeworlds that 
all students possess rather than ignoring and denigrating these diverse knowledges. 
Consequently, it would be essential to research with both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians to determine the most effective methods of changing the 
attitudes of each group towards Indigeneity so that society will be more 
knowledgeable, understanding and accepting of Indigenous knowledges and 
cultures. The success of this huge task will be enhanced by the support of well-
known public influencers and leaders from both groups who would embrace and lead 
this change.   
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APPENDIX A 	  	  	  
 
 
This map is just one representation of many other map sources that are available for 
Aboriginal Australia. Using published resources available between 1988–94, this map 
attempts to represent all the language or tribal or nation groups of the Indigenous people of 
Australia. It indicates only the general location of larger groupings of people, which may 
include smaller groups such as clans, dialects or individual languages in a group. Boundaries 
are not intended to be exact. This map is NOT SUITABLE FOR USE IN NATIVE TITLE 
AND OTHER LAND CLAIMS. David R Horton, creator, © Aboriginal Studies Press, 
AIATSIS and Auslig/Sinclair, Knight, Merz, 1996. No reproduction allowed without 
permission. 
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APPENDIX B 
 
According to Copland et al. (2006) it has been well established that Aboriginal 
people have inhabited Australia for at least 50 000 to 60 000 years and some of the 
oldest fossil evidence of human activity on the Darling Downs (the area where the 
research occurred) comes from near Talgai near Warwick. Aboriginal Australians 
would dispute this timeline and say that they have been here since ‘the beginning’.  
As the research project was conducted in this area, I have attempted to provide a 
brief description of the cultural and historical context of this place. This was quite a 
difficult task for a number of reasons, particularly as most of the written historical 
documents portray a colonialists’ perspective and there are very few Jarowair and 
Giabal peoples living. Consequently, the history that I have provided is partial and 
pulled together from a number of sources. This partial history is provided so that 
there is some understanding of the past events of the town and the original peoples 
where my participants lived. None of the participants identify as Jarowair or Giabal 
but this is the country that they lived on. 
 
The Jarowair and Giabal tribes were part of the Waccah language group, along with 
the Kinjin and Wakawaka tribes. The Giabal peoples lived between Allora and 
Dalby, east to Gatton and west to Millmerran and the Jarowair peoples lived on the 
western slopes of the Great Dividing Range from Crows Nest to Dalby (French, 
1989; Hutchinson, 1994; Riethmuller, 2005, pp. 2-3). These cultures were spiritual 
and ecologically sustainable (Dockery, 2010; Yalmambirra, 2000). The groups had 
access to hundreds of kilometres of land and had access to the coast through 
Beaudesert (Hutchinson, 1994; Riethmuller, 2005). Family groups typically 
consisting of three generations moved about the country with the seasonal shifts and 
always returned to previously used campsites (Riethmuller, 2005). Fire farming 
techniques were used to promote regeneration of plant species. Every three years 
there was the Bunya Mountain festival where people attended from all over the 
region and there are estimates of between 2000 and 20000 people attending (French, 
1989; Riethmuller, 2005; The State of Queensland (Department of National Parks 
Recreation Sport and Racing), 2014). During the festivals there was a transfer of 
learning through songs and dances between groups and so ensured constant cultural 
change (Hutchinson, 1994; Riethmuller, 2005). This continuous cultural 
transformation contradicts the stereotype that Aboriginal ‘culture’ was static. The 
use of the singular is deliberate to depict the homogenisation of all Aboriginal 
cultures into a singular ‘culture’. 
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Figure 25: Contemporary Western area of Jarowair and Giabal Land (Queensland Historical Society, 1935). 
 
Although it is very difficult to calculate the population of Aboriginal peoples before 
the British invasion, using both arguments from Len Smith and Norman Tindale, one 
could estimate that the population of Southern and Southwest Queensland was 
between ten thousand and twenty thousand people (Copland et al., 2006). The first 
squatters on the Darling Downs were the Leslie brothers who arrived in 1840 but 
knowledge of the white invasion was known by the Giabal and Jarowair peoples 
years earlier (Riethmuller, 2005). The Aboriginal peoples initially practiced 
avoidance until the number of sheep and pastoral properties grew too large and 
started to impinge on traditional sources of food (Hutchinson, 1994; Riethmuller, 
2005). The tactic of avoidance changed when genocide became a silent but 
devastating reality. The squatters had a number of advantages such as firearms and 
horses and they did not need to protect large family groups (Riethmuller, 2005). The 
difference in deaths from frontier violence on the Darling Downs was estimated at 
52 white people and at least 30% of the Aboriginal population. Depending upon the 
original population estimates, those numbers could have been between 225 to 729 
people (Riethmuller, 2005). The Aboriginal peoples resisted the incursions by 
attacking grazing sheep and cattle, preventing rations from reaching stations, and 
participating in a number of battles (Hutchinson, 1994; Riethmuller, 2005). The 
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colonial government supported the slaughter of the Aboriginal peoples of the Darling 
Downs, with MLA Robert Ramsay revealing his support for social Darwinism:  
I believe that the inferior must give way to the superior race; and, if this be so 
and it be once conceded that, for the spread of Christianity or of civilisation, 
or for any other reason, it is desirable that the white man should occupy the 
country, the subjugation – and, I very much fear, the extermination – of the 
black fellow must follow (French & Waterson, 1980, p. 19).  
 
Occasionally the silence was broken regarding the genocide occurring on the Darling 
Downs. Charles Pemberton Hodgson revealed his experiences as a pioneer, “The 
earliest inroads of the settlers were marked with blood, the forests were ruthlessly 
seized and the native tenants hunted down like their native dogs” (Copland et al., 
2006, p. 25). Although Hodgson seemed to be sympathetic to the plight of 
Aboriginal Australians he still supported the concept of colonisation over the less 
‘civilised’ people:  
Thus far the Creator of the universe is just, in that he allows superiority of 
civilisation over barbarism, of intellect over instinct or brutish reason; thus 
far man is right, in that he has a legal right to improve the gifts of Nature and 
to convert barren and hitherto useless country into fruitful and productive 
territories…..and regions of importance and value to others, if neglected or 
allowed to lie waste by their natural owners, are, not without the Almighty’s 
consent, permitted to pass over into the hands of those who may duly 
appreciate them: yet at the same time, as any nation colonising another’s 
country is the aggressor, it should be borne in mind, that some compensation 
is due to the former proprietors, and that, according to their understanding 
and reason, they should be treated with kindness, patience and even respect 
(French, 1989, p. 119).   
 
Despite the number of Aboriginal people who were killed in the ‘frontier wars’ on 
the Darling Downs only a few were ever investigated (Copland et al., 2006). The 
complete lack of value placed upon Aboriginal lives could be symbolised in October 
1848 when Christopher Rolleston, the first Land Commissioner for the Darling 
Downs District, held an inquest into the deaths of an ‘unknown number of 
Aborigines’ murdered by ‘unknown whites’ (Copland et al., 2006; New South Wales 
Government, n.d.). William Stamer, who visited the Darling Downs during the late 
1850s, described the genocide that occurred:  
It was enough to make ones blood run cold to listen to the stories that were 
told of the diabolical manner in which whole tribes had been ‘rubbed out’ by 
unscrupulous squatters. No device by which the race could be exterminated 
had been left untried. They had been hunted and shot down like wild beasts – 
treacherously murdered whilst sleeping within the paddock rails and 
poisoned wholesale by having arsenic or some other substance mixed with 
the flour given to them for food. One ‘lady’ on the Upper Condamine had 
particularly distinguished herself in the poisoning line, having, if report 
spoke the truth, disposed of more natives than any squatter by means of 
arsenic alone (Copland et al., 2006). 
 
The decline in the Aboriginal population on the Darling Downs was quite rapid, with 
the estimate of Aboriginal peoples in 1846 set at six tribes with seventy to one 
hundred people in each tribe and then in 1861 the estimate had been reduced to one 
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hundred and fifty people living in the area. When Paddy Perkins, who was 
considered the last ‘real’ Aboriginal of the Darling Downs, died in 1902 the 
genocide was considered complete, as the remaining people were considered inferior 
and not fit to associate with white society, as they were of mixed heritage and it was 
assumed that these people would die out (Riethmuller, 2005). At this time many of 
the Aboriginal peoples living in the Darling Downs were being removed to missions 
and reserves, particularly Barambah reserve (now known as Cherbourg) 
(Riethmuller, 2005).  
 
The area that was once inhabited by the Giabal and Jarowair peoples now has quite a 
large Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community due to the government 
policies of protection, segregation and assimilation. It is a pan-tribal area with 
peoples from all over Australia. Consequently none of the participants in my study 
identify as Giabal and / or Jarowair. The enforced movement of Aboriginal people 
within mainland Australia, coupled with voluntary resettlement has created a 
diaspora of Indigenous people within Australia (Copland et al., 2006). 
 
